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The Drowning City 


Tokyo Noir - SO1 E01 


hie LATA 
—Yakuza saying 


The Future 


Goddamn this endless fog. 

If I’m to die today, so be it. 

I belong dead. 

But at least let me see the sun one last time. 

With these thoughts swirling through his head, Masa looked up at 
the thick gray fog wreathing the skyscrapers of downtown Tokyo. 
How many days had it been now since the sun last shone on this city? 
Since it penetrated that dense veil of dust, grit, and filth choking the 
air? He couldn’t even remember. All he knew was that people weren’t 
supposed to live like this, in perpetual semidarkness. It did strange 
things to them. Made them do strange things in turn ... 

He looked across the backseat at Satoshi. He couldn’t read what 
Satoshi was thinking through his respirator and face guard. Masa 
wasn’t wearing his own respirator. What would be the point now? he 
thought. Might as well take one last look at this city through my own eyes. 
Such as they are. Such as it is. 

Satoshi. The only true friend he had ever had. All those years 
together. Growing up on the streets, getting into fights, walking the 
Path together, rising through the ranks. Throughout it all, the one 
constant in his life had been Satoshi. Watching out for Masa, standing 
up for him, supporting him through everything like a fiercely 
protective older brother. And while they weren’t blood brothers, they 
had been brothers-in-arms since as far back as he could remember. 

Which is why Masa found it strange that Satoshi was the one 
delivering him to his death. 

Because there was no doubt in Masa’s mind that that’s what Vasili 
had planned for him when Satoshi turned him in. An interrogation, 
followed by an execution. Knowing Vasili, whatever he had in store 
for him wouldn’t be quick and it wouldn’t be painless. Satoshi knew 
this. He had to. Maybe he just didn’t care anymore. Not that Masa 
blamed him. Not entirely. 

“You know—” 

“Shut up,” Satoshi snapped. 

Satoshi kept looking straight ahead. But even through the dull light 
reflecting off his visor, Masa could tell he had one eye fixed on him. 

“Tm just—” 

“Shut up.” 


“Would you—” 

“Wait until we get there.” He motioned to the taxi driver in 
the front seat. 

Fair enough. The driver was probably already leery after seeing a 
man who had clearly been beaten and was now handcuffed roughly 
tossed into the back of his cab. Luckily, he knew enough to just shut 
up and drive. Common people do well to stay out of the syndicate’s 
business. 

Masa went back to peering out at the skyscrapers of the Azabu 
Juban district. They would arrive at the AJX Building soon enough, 
then ride the interminable elevator up to Club Hyperion at 
the very top. 

The building loomed large up ahead, appearing out of the fog 
choking the city. Forty-five stories of dark, gleaming glass and 
chromed metal looking out over a city of shantytowns, slums, and vast 
stretches of empty desolation. All of it slowly sinking into 
the rising sea. 

And when that happens, not even that stupid wall they’re building is 
going to stop it, Masa thought as he stared at the city. A city he had 
once believed to be greater than anything on earth, but which he now 
saw as only existing on borrowed time. 

Nothing can turn back the tide, not even a construct as massive as this 
city. The sea will swallow it alive. 

But Masa was getting ahead of himself. 

The taxi pulled to a stop in front of the building. Satoshi nodded at 
the driver, opened his door, and pulled Masa across to him in a single 
gesture. With his hands still handcuffed behind him, Satoshi had to 
manhandle him out of the cab and onto the sidewalk. Once outside, 
Masa realized that it was starting to rain, ever so slightly, and looked 
up at the sky. A cool droplet of water landed on his cheek, and 
another by his other eye. He sighed. Looked like there wouldn’t be 
any sun either way. 

Sliding his respirator sideways and swinging it around to the back 
of his head, Satoshi pulled him through the empty lobby. He pushed 
Masa towards one of the banks of elevators against the side of the 
building, shoving him into one of the glass-backed elevators as its 
doors opened. 

“You know,” Masa said as Satoshi went to press the button, “we 
can still just walk away from this. Just leave here and forget all this.” 

Satoshi seemed to consider this briefly, his hand hovering in front 
of the button marked “44.” After a moment he pressed it, the 
semicircular button now illuminated from behind. 

“Tt’s too late for that now.” 

“Now that you’ve pressed the button?” 


“Now that you ...” Satoshi trailed off. 

Masa could tell that his friend was trying hard to keep his 
emotions in check. That Satoshi, ever the stoic. Once he had composed 
himself, he turned to Masa and spoke. 

“T didn’t want it to be this way.” 

“But now you do?” 

“Yes. Of course.” 

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. What happened to us, Satoshi? When did it go 
wrong for us?” 

As Masa asked this, he watched as the elevator slowly ascended 
through the floors, bringing the city into view through the glass panel. 
It always surprised him to see it like this, to gain a new perspective on 
the city that he usually only saw from street level. But from here he 
could see the wealthier districts along the aboveground train lines. 
These contrasted with the relative squalor and decay creeping in 
among the areas along the now-defunct underground train lines. From 
above, it almost looked to Masa like the very city itself was rotting 
away. Eaten away by cancer, just like a quarter of its inhabitants. 

Satoshi didn’t answer. 

“Come on, with all the history we share, I think you at least owe 
me a proper send-off. Sachiko kept warning me this day 
would come, but—” 

“Sachiko? That Sachiko?” 

“Yeah. We talk. Sometimes.” 

“Huh. I guess you never really got over her.” 

“Well, you know,” Masa said, his smile faltering, “we were close.” 

“Were. But you fuck up everything eventually.” 

That threw him, but he recovered quickly and plastered the grin 
back on his face. “Come on now, look who you're talking to! It’s me! 
Masafiro!” Masa hated that nickname, but Satoshi always thought it 
was funny. “We had some good times. Let’s try to remember those 
before Vasili has me killed.” 

Satoshi eyed him , but said nothing. 

“Like that time we went to the shore down in Zushi. You 
remember that? How we could barely fit everyone in the car on the 
way over there?” 

Satoshi went back to staring straight ahead. “Well, most of that 
was your doing, as I recall.” 

“Sure was! Lotta girls that day!” 

Satoshi looked away in disgust. He never could compete with me in 
terms of numbers, Masa thought. 

“Or how about Osammy the Whale? Man, we couldn’t have asked 
for a better boss than that guy when we were coming up. Taught us 
his version of baseball in that parking lot, you remember? Remember 


the crack of the bat in that empty lot?” 

“Tl never forget it.” 

“Of course not! You even broke the bat that one time!” 

This elevator was notoriously slow, but even at its glacial pace, 
they were rapidly approaching the top floor. Last stop, coming up. Not 
much time for Masa’s final parting shot. 

“Look, I know what’s waiting for me on the other side of those 
doors,” he said. “But before that happens, I just want to say that 
you’ve been like a big brother to me all these years. Even when I 
made that hard. Even when being associated with me made things 
difficult for you, you still stuck by me. Mostly, anyway. 
I appreciate that.” 

Satoshi glanced at Masa, but did nothing more than nod. 

“Tt’s like you raised me, brought me up, even. And even though I 
turned out rotten, I don’t blame you. Which is why I know—don’t 
think, but know—that someday you’re going to make a great father. 
Someday.” 

Satoshi looked like he’d been slapped but was trying hard not to 
show it. His jaw muscles clenched and unclenched spasmodically, as 
his hand did the same. For a moment Masa thought that he was going 
to lose control, but he soon regained his composure. Satoshi always 
was the controlled type. 

Two sides of the same coin, we are, Masa thought to himself. 

“You... you...” 

Satoshi was practically choking on his own words. But there was 
no time for that now. The elevator was arriving. 

Masa thought he should probably be more worried about what was 
to come. Or rather, he should probably make himself look more 
worried. He wasn’t actually concerned about his own gruesome death 
and dismemberment at Vasili’s hands, for a very good reason. 

Because he was already out of the cuffs. And Satoshi was the one 
walking into a trap. 

The elevator dinged and the doors opened. 


Chapter One 


“Two minutes to showtime, people!” 

Keiko Matsura was frantically trying to find the governor before 
his speech. The recent rains had turned the construction site into a 
swamp that kept sucking her high heels off when she tried to clomp 
through it. She ended up taking her shoes off altogether, stockings be 
damned. She never should have signed off on this stupid publicity 
stunt. 

“Where’s the governor?” she asked another aide. 

“Elvis? I think he’s getting his makeup done. Check behind the 
stage!” 

She rounded the makeshift stage that had been set up for the 
occasion to see the governor having finishing powder applied to 
his leathery face. 

Governor Eichi Haraishi. Aka Governor Etchi. Aka Elvis. 

Every time she saw that stupid pompadour haircut and those 
throwback pinstripe suits, it made her cringe. He looked more like a 
cheap gangster from some long-ago era than the governor of one of 
the world’s largest megalopolises. It was hard managing the 
governor’s image when he insisted on dressing like it was still the 
2030s. 

“Governor Haraishi, there you are,” she gasped. 

A diet of mostly coffee and cigarettes hadn’t prepared her for this 
kind of exertion. And breathing the dense fog that constantly 
shrouded the city wasn’t helping matters any. 

“What is it, lovely?” he rasped. 

She ignored the remark. “Just wanted to review a few changes 
with you. The final version of your speech is in the teleprompter. Try 
to stay on message this time. The news probably isn’t going to devote 
too much time to this, so hit those soundbites and make them count.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” 

“Also, I took out your’ references to the ‘foreign 
menace,’ because—” 

“Now hang on, that’s an important topic—” 

“Yeah, that sentiment has played well for you. But today is neither 
the time nor the place.” 

“All right,” the governor grumbled. 


“Just keep hitting the major points: Tokyo is a city beset by 
environmental devastation. But we will triumph over this through 
cutting-edge technology and the indomitable spirit of the Japanese 
people. Rebuilding better and stronger. And keep hammering the 
party name and our new slogan in the Q&A. Keep working in the 
phrase ‘Genyoto: Building a brighter future, together.” 

Just then a dense bank of the fog blanketing the city was blown on 
the wind through the construction site, creating a temporary whiteout. 

“Motherfuck these factories and their goddamn smog,” the 
governor said from somewhere nearby. “Couldn’t we have them shut 
down for just a day? It would help our message resonate if the people 
could see the sky for once.” 

“No, we can’t shut them down. And remember, no complaining 
about the fog. It’s mostly from the Barrier construction.” 

“But the RDP pushed that one.” 

“Yeah, but in their infinite wisdom, our party’s elders decided to 
go in on it with them. So now we’re stuck with it too.” She shook her 
head. “I told them bipartisanship doesn’t work.” 

“So I have to pretend to like it?” 

“If its mentioned, just say it’s a sign of progress or something. 
A growing pain.” 

“Fine, fine.” 

He was like this every time he was denied something. It didn’t fill 
Keiko with reassurance that the governor of one of the world’s great 
cities was about as emotionally mature as a third-grader. 

“Thirty seconds to go!” 

The governor’s makeup girl untucked the cloth from the front of 
his shirt, and he began striding towards the podium. He was like a 
reverse cockroach, always scurrying towards the brightest, most well- 
lit spot when the cameras came out. Keiko found a position off to the 
side of the stage to watch. 

The cameraman facing him began counting down from five, and 
then it was the governor’s turn to shine. 

“Thank you all for joining me here today! As you know, it’s been 
nearly twenty years since Tokyo’s underground water discharge 
tunnels were overwhelmed by the flooding of 5/13, which inundated 
the underground subway lines and rendered them unusable. While 
progress is being made on the Greater Kanto Barrier, it will still be 
several years before it is able to fully shield the capital region from 
the encroaching tide. 

“For too long has this great city gone without reliable 
transportation to so many of its neighborhoods, leaving isolated 
pockets of people cut off from the larger city. Such pockets have 
turned into hotbeds for crime and criminality. But today I am here to 


announce an initiative to reclaim some such sections of the 
metropolitan region! Indeed, it is a bright new day, for ...” 

Don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t— 

“Neo-Tokyo!” 

“Goddamnit!” 

Keiko flung the papers she was holding to the ground. If she had 
told that dumbass once, she had told him a hundred times. It was the 
same city, in the same spot, meaning it was just called Tokyo. 

“By some estimates, the new line will cut the time needed to travel 
across the city from six hours down to less than one!” 

The press club members in attendance served up a polite 
smattering of applause on cue. 

“And to celebrate breaking ground , we are here today to begin 
laying the foundation for this fresh step towards the future. 
Please, follow me.” 

The governor began walking towards a front-end loader that had 
been parked in front of the makeshift stands. It was arranged to give 
the press a good view from head-on, angled just perfectly to show the 
governor standing on the tread by the driver’s door. 

Most groundbreaking ceremonies involved a ceremonial breaking 
of ground with a tiny shovel, or a ribbon-cutting in front of the future 
site. But Governor Haraishi was never one to rely on subtlety when a 
grand, self-aggrandizing gesture was a possibility. For today’s event, 
he had insisted on dumping the first load of dirt from the front-end 
loader. He said the pictures would make him look like a leader who 
was getting things done. Keiko suspected he just wanted to play with 
some big-boy construction equipment. 

“Are you ready?” the governor shouted from his perch atop the 
treads of the enormous vehicle. 

The photographers and cameramen moved into place. 

“Banzai!” the governor shouted. 

He pressed a button. The massive front-end loader rumbled to life 
and began dumping the dirt that had been preloaded for the occasion. 
Keiko didn’t have a great view from where she was standing. So she 
was surprised when she heard the polite applause turn to screams of 
horror. 

Oh, what the fuck did that idiot do now? she thought as she pushed 
through the crowd. What she saw stopped her in her tracks. For a 
woman who prided herself on being jaded and unshockable, the grisly 
sight was still a blow. 

On top of the newly poured mound of dirt was a dead body. Not 
just dead, but one that had been badly mutilated. It was hard to see 
with the haze of dust still hanging in the air, but it looked like the 
man’s eyes had been gouged out and replaced with dirt. Blood and 


dark mud seeped out from the fresh wounds. Red streaks of dirty 
blood flowed down the victim’s nose to his dirt-stuffed mouth. 

The body looked to be dressed in a cheap suit (which bore more 
than a passing resemblance to the governor’s own). The suit had been 
cut open in the middle, where the victim had been gutted. It looked 
like his organs had been replaced with dirt from the construction site. 

In a matter of moments, Keiko’s initial shock at the sight of the 
gruesome discovery wore off, and her human reaction was shelved as 
her internal political calculator began gauging the fallout. 

“Well, fuck,” she said softly to herself. “There goes our headline.” 


Chapter Two 


Mei Kimura stood, arms crossed against her chest, staring 
dispassionately into the interrogation room at the worm wriggling 
under the bright lights. She needed a breather, and he needed to 
squirm some more. She had been working on him for hours, eroding 
him the way the sea breaks rocks. A little at a time, and then all at 
once. And she had a feeling he was about to break. 

She personally had no use for this worm, except as bait to catch 
bigger fish. And this worm had direct ties to one of the biggest sharks 
in the city: Vasili Loginovski. The Rock. A high-ranking boss in the 
criminal syndicate generally known as the Kaisha. 

Mei had only been a detective with the Homicide Department in 
Japan’s National Police Agency (NPA) for a little over two years. So to 
her way of thinking, she was long overdue for a major case to prove 
herself. Not that her colleagues would care—she knew they wouldn’t. 

Because she knew that nothing she did would earn the respect of 
some of the other guys on the force. Even when she slept at her desk, 
they said she wasn’t dedicated enough. Even if she chased and tackled 
a guy twice her size, they’d say she wasn’t tough enough. Even if she 
tricked a suspect into confessing, they’d say she wasn’t smart enough. 
She had heard it all before, and none of it fazed her. 

Once, when she had come into a department meeting with a black 
eye and bruised cheek on her former beat, the head of her department 
had joked about how she must have tripped in heels chasing after a 
shoplifter. Her colleagues had laughed pretty hard at that one. She 
was still too woozy to correct them. A suspected murderer had 
slammed her into a wall when she’d cornered him in a chase and 
began whaling on her. She’d suffered a detached cornea and a 
fractured skull. But all she could do was grit her teeth, swallow more 
blood, and smile at his stupid jokes. 

Even before she’d joined, she had known what to expect from the 
force. It was a man’s world, after all. So it didn’t surprise her to find it 
was so full of dicks. 

Now she was waiting for her partner Kentaro, one of the few 
people she had worked with who was actually a decent human being. 
Once he arrived, they could begin phase four of the interrogation. The 
phase where she flipped this perp so she could use him to land Vasili. 


Her gaze shifted from her perp fidgeting in the interrogation room 
to her own image in the weak reflection of the glass. She was short 
(for a man, average for a woman), with long black hair (long for a 
man, average for a woman) tied into a tight ponytail, with plain 
features (for a woman, though somewhat feminine for a man). She 
hated the fact that she unconsciously compared herself to men. But 
she couldn’t help it anymore. Years of working in one of the most 
male-dominated fields in one of the most male-dominated societies on 
the planet had gotten to her. 

Kentaro opened the door and sauntered in, glancing through the 
case file as he walked. Kentaro was her senior in the department by 
about eight years. His slight paunch around the belly and thinning 
hair would make him indistinguishable in a lineup of middle-aged 
accountants and office workers. But the mind behind that unassuming 
face was razor-sharp. 

“This the guy?” 

“Yeah. Arekusuandaa Namonai. No relation to all the other 
Namonais here recently.” 

Kentaro didn’t laugh at her feeble attempt at humor. But he 
seemed to wince at the perp’s awkward mouthful of a name, the 
Japan-icized version of Alexander. Kentaro looked in at the man 
sitting there, nervously fidgeting with his hands. 

Arekusuandaa appeared to be half-Japanese, which would explain 
the cumbersome name. The dark circles around his sunken eyes told 
Kentaro that he either hadn’t slept much or had_ been 
crying. Maybe both. 

“Poor bastard,” Kentaro said. 

“He’s close, I can feel it.” 

“Close to what? We’ve got this guy trying to unload a felony’s 
worth of controlled substances to an undercover. We don’t need a 
confession to put this guy away.” 

“Just something I want to try with this one.” 

“Wait, tell me what you’re ...” He trailed off. 

Mei was already striding back into the interrogation room. He 
sighed and followed her in. Mei dragged one of the folding chairs 
around so that she could sit uncomfortably close to their perp. 

She wasn’t the most physically intimidating officer on the force, 
but she had broken tougher guys than this with sheer determination, 
intensity, even outright viciousness. Kentaro had seen his fair share of 
perps dragged out of police interrogation rooms that had been 
physically battered and beaten. But he had never seen any as outright 
broken as the ones that faced off against Mei. 

“Arekusu, Arekusu, Arekusu,” Mei began with a concerned 
expression and a shake of her head. “What are we going to 


do with you?” 

Arekusuandaa didn’t have a response. 

“Have you given any more thought to what we’ve talked about? 
Have you considered—really thought deeply about—what it will be 
like to spend the rest of your life in jail? Barely able to see your 
family.” 

Arekusuandaa looked like he was going to cry. 

“T mean, sure, they’ll come visit for the first few years, everyone 
always does. But soon it will get harder and harder. What with your 
wife struggling to raise your two kids on her own. She'll probably 
have to work sixty-plus hours just so they don’t starve. Have you 
thought about all that?” 

Arekusuandaa started to say something, but his voice caught in his 
throat. Mei leaned in closer. 

“Of course, if she doesn't want to work like a dog, then her next 
best bet is probably prostitution.” 

He started to protest but Mei cut him short. 

“Now, now,” she said, holding her hands up in a conciliatory 
manner. “Don’t knock the idea right away. Prostitutes can make good 
money in this city. Especially if they’re pretty, or willing to 
accommodate some rather ... shall we say, extreme, requests. And 
believe me, she’s going to have to be accommodating, what with her 
looks.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” Arekusuandaa sobbed. “You’ve got 
me! What purpose can this possibly serve?” 

“Wrong question,” Mei said, leaning in. Their noses were 
practically touching now. “The right question is: what purpose can you 
possibly serve?” 

“Detective,” Kentaro said. 

Mei ignored him. “Because if you do me a favor, I'll do you a 
favor. Like maybe dropping the charges.” 

“What do I have to do?” Arekusuandaa asked. 

“Detective!” Kentaro said, leaning forward. 

“T need you to get me something I can use on your employer, Vasili 
Loginovski. One conversation, on tape, where you get me something 
usable, and you walk.” 

Kentaro sat back and crossed his arms over his chest, scowling. 

“Go in wired against Vasili?” If Arekusuandaa had been pale 
before, his face was completely bloodless now. 

“I can guarantee your safety in this matter,” Mei said. “We’ll be 
nearby the entire time. We can swoop in as soon as you get something 
incriminating.” 

“ve seen what happens to people that turn. Isn't 
there anything else?” 


“No,” Mei said impassively. “Look, we’re the only two officers who 
know about this deal of ours right now. The only others who will 
know will be our superiors who approve the wire. I can assure you it 
won't leak from our side. And you said none of your men know you 
were going behind Vasili’s back and selling on the side. Which means 
he doesn’t know either. We’ll do this quick, clean, and surgical. In and 
out, then you get to walk.” 

Arekusuandaa shook his head. “I can’t.” 

“Of course, not cooperating carries its own costs.” 

“Such as?” 

“Well, I could call up some of my contacts in the Counterterrorism 
Division. Maybe tell them that some of the money from this failed 
drug deal would have gone to supporting antistate terrorists. They 
might have some questions for you in one of the MOJ’s black sites. 
Like the one in Okinawa, or up north in Kamaishi. Somehow I don’t 
think the ink on your body will protect you in a place like that.” 

Mei looked coldly at him. She didn’t have any such contacts, but 
he wouldn’t dare call her on this bluff. 

“But I don’t have any ties to terrorists!” 

“Well, ’'m sure that will come to light eventually. Probably as 
they’re torturing the shit out of you.” 

No response, other than a few sniffles. 

“Of course, maybe I tell my CTD friends your wife was in on it too. 
That way you’ll have some company.” 

Arekusuandaa stared up at her, then broke down sobbing. 
She had him. 

Mei smiled, ever so slightly. 


It took nearly an hour to hammer out the details. By the time Mei and 
Kentaro got Arekusuandaa back into his holding cell, they were both 
exhausted. 

“You should have cleared that with me ahead of time,” Kentaro 
said as they walked back towards their departmental office. “You 
don’t just ambush your superior officer like that with a deal that 
hasn’t even been approved.” 

“Sorry. I'll get the approval. But if this goes through, we might 
have a real shot at Vasili!” 

Kentaro just gave her a hard look. “You know, if Arekusuandaa 
had gone to trial, he would’ve just had to take the years. You just 
sentenced him to death.” 

“Don’t be melodramatic. What’s the worst that could happen?” 


“With Vasili? You really have no idea, do you?” 

Mei regarded Kentaro. She had enormous respect for him as a 
detective but felt that sometimes he tried to hold her back too much. 
He always wanted to walk when she was ready to run. 

“Tt’ll be fine,” she said. “I’m going to make some tea and get 
started on this paperwork. You want any?” 

He shook his head. “Going for a smoke.” 

Sighing, Kentaro picked up a pack of smokes from his desk and 
headed out to the roof. He didn’t wear his mask outside when he went 
to smoke. The guys who did that just seemed silly trying to smoke 
around their respirators. 

As he emerged out onto the roof under the gray haze over the city, 
he looked up at the buildings of Shibuya looming all around. He 
tapped his cigarette against the pack and then slid it between his lips. 
He lit it and took a puff, then pulled his phone out of his pocket and 
dialed a number that wasn’t stored in it. 

“Hey. There’s a problem heading your way.” 


Chapter Three 


Satoshi felt simultaneously invigorated by the fresh air and nauseated 
by the rocking of the boat. Though most of that was probably due to 
the rank fisherman’s overcoat reeking of fish he was wearing. He 
endured it without complaint, though. After all, orders were orders. 

“You alright?” 

Satoshi looked up to see one of the elderly boat hands. 

“Yeah, just not used to the rocking.” 

“Well, you'll get your boat legs soon enough.” 

“So, you think we’ll catch anything tonight?” 

“We fucking better!” the man said with a laugh as he turned to go. 
“Or else someone is going to have hell to pay!” 

Satoshi turned to look out again at the inky black water of the bay 
to try to calm himself. 

At nearly six feet, four inches, Satoshi stood head and shoulders 
above most of the other guys on the ship with him. But it was like that 
most places he went in Japan. His hair was generally on the shorter 
side, but tended to get spiky when he forgot to comb it down or wash 
it for extended periods (a fashion choice forced on him by the job 
more than anything). He had narrow eyes that appeared cockeyed on 
account of how he usually kept the right open wider than the left to 
help him see better. His build was muscular without being too bulky, 
and gave him a don’t-fuck-with-me bearing. At least he hoped it did. 
As a soldier, the more you could say with a look and the less you had 
to say with your fists, the better. 

He ambled around to the back of the boat, then to the other side of 
the chintzy wooden cabin festooned with well-used ropes and nets. He 
glanced back towards the shore. They couldn’t have been more than a 
few miles from Tokyo, with its gigawatts of neon signage, streetlights, 
and buildings spilling light pollution into the night. Most of the light 
was swallowed up by the fog. 

As he watched the city pull away into the distance, he thought of 
how wonderful it would be if the boat just kept going and never 
turned around. But as much as the idea of making a fresh start 
appealed to him, he felt guilty for even thinking it. 

He wasn’t his father, nor would he ever be. He couldn’t just leave 
his girlfriend, Hisoka. Not when she was carrying his child. Not when 


she was just as terrified as he was about becoming a parent. She 
needed him. His unborn child needed him. He had a duty to them, and 
if there was one thing he understood, it was duty. 

Usually Arekusuandaa’s people took care of the import/export 
business, and all the related logistical and security details. So he had 
been surprised when he was called up, and more surprised when he’d 
arrived and been handed a semi, then put in charge of security for a 
pickup. This didn’t come from his boss, Tengu, but straight from the 
big man himself. And when The Rock picked you for something, you 
shut up and did it. 

He noticed one of the divers sitting on the boat, looking just as 
bored as he was. 

“So how does this work exactly?” Satoshi asked. 

He sat down beside the diver as the man pulled on his rubbery 
wetsuit. Satoshi had to adjust the semiautomatic slung down under his 
fisherman’s jacket as he sat. 

“First time on the Pleasure Cruise?” the man _ asked 
without looking up. 

“Yeah.” 

“Pretty simple, really. The cargo ships can’t take the contraband 
into the ports anymore. So—” 

“Why not?” 

“Tokyo Port Authority has cracked down on interdiction lately. 
That’s why we started doing the ocean drops. Basically our guys will 
pull our cargo out of storage early and dump it overboard. Then we 
ride out on a fishing trawler and pick it up. They don’t bother to check 
the fishing vessels.” 

“How do you know where to get the cargo?” 

“When they drop it, they send us a GPS beacon with the exact 
coordinates. So we dive in that spot and fish it out. Easy.” 

“Anything in particular I should be on the lookout for?” 

“If you’ve never been out here before, I’d say check out the Bay 
Barrier when we pass it. It’s only half-finished, but still a sight.” The 
man paused. “Or did you mean security-wise?” 

“Yeah, the last one,” Satoshi said, raising his weapon. “That’s kind 
of why I’m here.” 

“Nope. Only thing we’re in danger of out here is boredom.” 

“Good to know. What about guards on the Barrier? Will they give 
us any static?” 

“Right now it’s mostly just the night construction crews. Plus, the 
closest we get is running parallel to it for a few miles. All in all, it’s a 
pretty cushy detail.” 

Satoshi looked down at his fisherman’s overcoat, which reeked like 
a fish market in summer, but didn’t say anything. 


“Hey, let me ask you something,” the diver asked. “Arekusuandaa’s 
guys always provide security for us. So what are you and the other 
new guy doing here all of a sudden?” 

Satoshi shrugged. “Just following orders.” 


It was nearly another two hours before they reached the site. They 
piloted their vessel parallel to the Bay Barrier for several miles before 
the construction ended abruptly a few miles out. Satoshi didn’t see 
what all the fuss was about. He was half-expecting something sleek 
like the aerodynamic metallic piers of the Thames Barrier. But what 
he could see under the bright glare of the construction lights was 
nothing like that. 

Instead, the half-completed Bay Barrier consisted of giant concrete 
pylons rising from the water at regular intervals of fifty feet or so. 
These were connected in between by metal sluice gates down by the 
water, with a concrete walkway linking the enormous towers above. 

The Bay Barrier was set up at the mouth of Tokyo Bay, stretching 
roughly thirty-seven miles from Ekoji, Chiba, on the mainland to 
Oshima Island out in the Sagami-Nada Sea. It would eventually be 
connected up with the larger Great Kanto Barrier that would stretch as 
far north as Ibaraki. All built in the hopes of keeping the capital from 
drowning. 

“You think it'll work?” the diver asked, motioning towards 
the massive wall. 

Satoshi shook his head. “Not a chance.” 

“Yeah, me neither, another pointless boondoggle from those idiots 
running the show.” 

“Oh, it wasn’t pointless from their standpoint. I’ll bet all the RDP 
shills who passed it get reelected. I’m more worried about what 
happens when the next wave comes.” 

“Not me,” said the diver as he checked his tank. “I can swim.” 

They cut the boat’s engine and lights over the spot. The two divers 
rolled off the side of the boat into the inky black water with 
consecutive splashes. Satoshi paced around the boat a few more times, 
but he didn’t see anything that looked threatening in the 
dark around them. 

After several minutes, the divers both surfaced and motioned with 
hand signals to the crew waiting on the deck. The old fishermen 
handed them hooks attached to thick cables, with the divers each 
taking one before diving again. After a few more minutes, they 
returned to receive a second set of hooks and cables, which they took 


down as the boat crew winched up the first batch of cargo. Satoshi 
had a brief flash of panic when he thought that winching the cargo up 
would pull the rickety boat over into the water. But the crusty old 
vessel settled into an unsettling angle and stayed there. 

Satoshi helped the old-timers pull the first of the waterproof, 
hardened plastic containers over the rail and onto the deck of the ship. 
The entire process was repeated several more times until the deck 
contained nearly a dozen cargo containers. When they were finished, 
they started the engine up and turned around for the return trip. 

Satoshi offered to help get the containers unpacked and secured 
below decks, but they just waved him off and told him to stay on the 
lookout. He was afraid they would say that. Because right now he was 
looking for anything to fight the fatigue and keep him awake. But ever 
the good soldier, he ambled around to the back of the boat to check 
for other vessels once more. 

They were pushing up through the bay toward Yokohama when 
things went wrong. 

Satoshi began to hear shouting from up front, where the men were 
storing the last of the cargo below decks in their hidden 
compartments. Instantly on alert, he began running towards the sound 
of the commotion, only to run into a throng of fishermen and divers 
coming towards him. 

That was the first indication that everything was not as it should 
be. The second indication came in the form of the massive explosion 
that tore through the ship. It launched splintered wood and men 
through the air as it decimated the frail wooden boat. 

Despite the fact that several people stood in between him and the 
blast, the shock wave was still strong enough to knock Satoshi back on 
his ass. Disoriented from being thrown, he began scrambling to his 
feet on the wet wooden deck. Just then, something heavy and soft 
landed on him. 

As he lay there struggling beneath the object, he realized that it 
was a torso with just an arm and half a head. Half a head that was 
somehow still screaming loud enough to be heard over the ringing 
in his ears. 

Frantically, Satoshi tried to get out from under the still-shrieking 
torso. He was almost to his feet when the boat began listing heavily to 
port, sending him sliding along the slick deck towards the side 
of the ship. 

As he was trying to get to his feet, a second explosion rocked the 
beleaguered ship. The concussive blast was strong enough to knock 
Satoshi off the vessel and into the inky black water of the bay. 


Chapter Four 


The machine was threatened again. 

This massive, grinding, blood-soaked machine that he had built 
was once more in danger. But this time, the risk came from within. A 
piece of the machine itself had gone rotten and threatened to bring 
the rest to a shuddering halt. 

And now Vasili Loginovski, The Rock, had to step in and set things 
right once more. He didn’t relish the task ahead of him, but it had 
to be done. 

Sometimes harsh glares, unspoken consequences, and veiled 
threats were enough to keep the machinery humming along. 
Sometimes the veiled threats needed to be acted upon, and the 
machine had to be greased with blood to keep it going. No matter. 
Vasili Loginovski would do what needed to be done to keep it 
churning. He always had. 

The warehouse district by the docks was deserted this time of night 
—except for a single large black SUV making its way through the 
streets, past dilapidated warehouses and rusting metal structures to 
either side. It glided down the side street beside one of the larger 
warehouses, where it pulled around back into a gravel parking lot 
illuminated by a single dim lightbulb. 

Jun, with his slicked-back hair, goatee, and ankle-length black 
Demron overcoat, exited from the driver’s seat. At the same time, the 
passenger-side door opened and Kameko, who was wearing an 
identical ensemble with her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail, got 
out. Jun and Kameko were his personal guards and assistants. They 
spent so much time together that people had taken to calling them the 
Twins, despite the lack of resemblance. 

Kameko pivoted to open the back door for her boss. The large man 
hoisted his bulk down from the leather seats and crunched onto the 
gravel underfoot. The Rock stood over six feet tall and weighed nearly 
three hundred pounds. Most of this bulk was solidly built, but with a 
layer of fat adding to his overall enormity. He wore his stylish dark 
gray Demron overcoat (for the man who wants to look good for a 
night on the town without worrying about radiation sickness) over a 
black suit. His face looked more like a rock slab than anything human, 
with an enormous nose, chilling blue eyes set deep in his skull, and 


closely cropped black hair towards the back of his head. His receding 
hairline made his enormous forehead seem even larger than it was. 

He was early for his meeting at the warehouse. But as always, he 
wanted to be overprepared. As he surveyed the nearly empty parking 
lot, several men exited from the rear warehouse doors. They were 
carrying boxes on a portable lift towards a white truck parked against 
the fence. The last of the cleanup and removal crew. The leader of the 
crew set the box he was carrying down and trotted over to Vasili, 
giving him a deep bow. 

Vasili gave him the slightest nod of his head in response. “Tengu.” 

Tengu wasn’t actually the man’s real name, but the nickname fit 
him perfectly. The tengu of Japanese folklore were mythical demons 
with beaked snouts or large noses, and fearsome temperaments. Tengu 
was roughly the same, with a large, hooked nose that made his small 
black eyes seem even beadier. His look was accentuated by the 
piercings in his nose and up and down both ears. 

Tengu wasn’t the smartest guy Vasili had ever met, but he was 
fiercely loyal. His crew mostly handled dirty work and served as 
muscle where needed. Which is why it had surprised Vasili one day to 
see motivational office posters and management books in Tengu’s 
office. Apparently Tengu fancied himself something of a middle- 
management suit, only one more prone to using his fists than 
spreadsheets. 

“Almost done, one more load and that should be it. Would have 
gone faster, but I’m down a man.” 

“Yes, Satoshi. He is doing something else for me tonight.” 

“Of course.” 

“Were you able to salvage much?” 

“Yeah. I don’t think the police have been here yet. Probably don’t 
want to tip us off that they pinched Arekusu. We got all the illicit shit 
out from the underground compartments, but there’s still plenty of 
clean merchandise in there ...” 

“Leave it.” 

“Yes sir.” 

“Hurry up and clear out. I have meeting with our future former 
warehouse manager soon. And take the back way out. The cops are 
probably close by already.” 

As Tengu hurried his men to finish up, Vasili walked into the 
cavernous warehouse where his assistants were setting up. The 
warehouse had rafters running almost the entire length of the room 
that were packed with cargo of all sorts. Everything from vacuum 
cleaners and rice cookers to imported liquors, packaged foods, even 
sheet metal, iron rods, and other construction equipment lining one 
wall. The warehouse was an important node in the vast, sprawling 


machine at work throughout the city. Shame it would all have to go. 

There was an open area towards the rear entrance that was 
relatively free of clutter. This was where Vasili’s assistants were busy 
setting up for their AV presentation. 

Jun was testing the projector that he had trained against the wall 
above the garage-door-sized entrance. When he was satisfied, he 
nodded over to Vasili, who was now seated in the folding chair facing 
the makeshift projector screen. Next to him stood a heavy cardboard 
box that Jun had dragged over from somewhere in the stacks. 

Vasili looked over to Kameko, as if he even needed to check to see 
if she was ready. He saw her standing there with her thumb in her 
mouth. When she realized he was looking at her, she nodded back 
without a hint of self-consciousness. 

“Really?” Vasili asked. 

His booming voice reverberated and echoed back to them from 
throughout the cavernous room. He spoke in English for all official 
business, as did everyone in the Kaisha. But he had never lost his 
heavy Russian accent. 

“What? Public speaking makes me nervous.” 

“But will only be four of us.” 

“Yeah, plus whoever else happens to be listening in.” 

Just then the rear door opened and Arekusuandaa’s long shadow 
stepped through, followed by the man himself. He was much smaller 
in person. 

“Alex! How are you?” Vasili asked in good spirits. 

“Hey, Vasili, how are you?” Arekusuandaa asked, pushing his 
greasy hair out of his face as he walked over to the small group. 

“Fine, fine. Please, have seat.” Vasili motioned towards the chair 
he had just vacated. “We have much to discuss.” 

“Yeah, I wanted to talk to you, too. Couple of issues I’ve been 
having recently.” 

Vasili motioned for him to sit down. Then he stood right behind 
him with one massive paw on each of the smaller man’s shoulders. 

“Of course, all in good time. But first, you remember my 
assistant Kameko, yes?” 

“Sure.” 

Arekusuandaa tried to crane his neck around to see her, but 
Vasili’s powerful hands kept him facing forward in his seat. 

“A pleasure,” Kameko said. 

“Kameko-san is going to walk you through results of your recent 
audit. Alright?” 

Arekusuandaa tried again to glance behind him. As he did, Jun 
turned on the projector to display a large white screen with a message 
written in all caps. 


ALEX — IT’S IMPORTANT THAT YOU 
REMAIN ABSOLUTELY SILENT 
UNLESS PROMPTED 
SAY YES IF YOU UNDERSTAND 


Confused, Arekusuandaa looked to Vasili, who in turn pointed at 
the screen. Arekusuandaa looked once more at the screen, then back 
to Vasili, and nodded. He was trying to keep his face from imploding 
in on itself, but without much luck. Finally, he offered 
a hesitant, “Yes.” 

“Good!” Vasili enthused. “Then let’s begin.” 


Chapter Five 


Satoshi is six years old again, riding the subway out to Yokohama 
with his family. Which is something he’s still amazed at, because his 
father almost never joins them. In fact, he’s hardly ever around. 
Mommy says it’s because he works late at night and needs to sleep 
during the day. It wasn’t until he was older that Satoshi realized it was 
because his father walked the Path. At some level, Satoshi knows this 
as he looks through his younger self’s eyes, even though this wasn’t 
something he knew when he was six. 

But right now his father is there with the whole family. The bags 
under his eyes are heavy and he looks like he’s struggling just to stay 
awake. But he’s playing with Satoshi, and that’s all that matters. His 
daddy is pointing out buildings and making up ridiculous stories about 
how aliens must have built that one, or how that one is where they 
make robots. Little Satoshi is loving it. He can barely hold on to the 
railing by the door because he’s laughing so hard. His mother looks on 
from her seat with his baby sister on her lap and a wry smile on her 
face. His little sister doesn’t get the joke, she just blinks and looks at 
them with a confused look on her pudgy face. 

And then they’re off the train and walking through throngs of 
people flocking towards the port area under the late-afternoon sun of 
this scorching August day. They soon arrive and set up on a small 
hillside, which gives them a great view of the ships floating out in the 
water. He’s so happy now, sitting there talking to his father. He can 
smell the ocean on the cool breezes that occasionally make their way 
through the stifling heat. 

He’s not talking to his usual daddy, either. Not the one who would 
come out and yell at him not to play so loud because he was sleeping. 
Or tell him he had a rough day and just wanted to eat by himself. He 
isn’t talking to that father, but to his daddy who is making jokes, and 
drinking beer, and has all the time in the world for Satoshi. He almost 
doesn’t want it to get dark, even though they came for the fireworks. 
No, he wants this day to last forever. 

But eventually the sky grows darker as they laze out on their 
picnic blanket. And when the fireworks start, Satoshi is enthralled. He 
looks up as the explosions shoot light across the night sky. One 
moment it’s too dark to see anything around him, and the next the 


entire black sky is alight with the incandescent glow of chemicals 
burning brightly. 

He watches as a thin tail of light arcs its way higher and higher in 
the night sky and then erupts with a dull crack in a starburst of color 
before slowly fading to black again. From somewhere to his other 
side, he hears his baby sister start crying, but he’s too transfixed to 
look in her direction. 

“Pretty cool, isn’t it?” his father asks. 

“Yeah! The colors are so bright, just like your tattoos!” 

“Well ...,” his father says. 

Satoshi realizes that some of the other families are moving back 
away from them after hearing that. He doesn’t know why. But he’s 
suddenly starting to realize that something is wrong. Something feels 
off about this memory. 

He looks around in the darkness, and suddenly the dark makes him 
afraid. As he watches the world through his younger self’s eyes, he’s 
jolted by a realization. 

This is one of the last times he ever saw his father. His dad 
disappeared soon after. His mother refused to talk about it after this, 
through her haze of tears. 

At some level, six-year-old Satoshi is watching a_horsetail 
firecracker explode above and trail down in a hissing crackle of 
glittering light. But at the same time, he is watching this with the 
knowledge possessed by the man he will become. The sense of loss he 
feels upon seeing this scene again intermingles with his childlike joy 
from the moment. Suddenly it’s hard for him to breathe. Now the light 
above seems to be growing dimmer, the darkness deepening. 

“Where did you go, Daddy?” Satoshi suddenly asks through 
his younger self. 

“Ha-ha! I haven’t gone anywhere, chibi! I’m right here with you.” 

“But you will leave,” Satoshi says. “You'll leave us, and it will 
break Mom’s heart.” 

His father looks at him now, and the look in his eyes is a sad one. 
He starts to speak once or twice, but either loses the thread or 
reconsiders his words. Periodic bursts of color and light from above 
briefly illuminate his face before it all fades back to nothingness again. 

“Well, son, you don’t know this about your old man yet. But I 
walk the Path.” 

This isn’t right. He never said these things to Satoshi. Did he? 

“It’s a difficult road, and a dangerous one..” 

“Why, Daddy? Why do it, then?” 

“Well, son, because for some of us, the Path is the only way there 
is. You'll understand this when you’re walking the Path yourself.” His 
father is crying now. Silently, stoically, but crying nonetheless. Satoshi 


can see bursts of red, and yellow, and orange reflected in the tears 
rimming his eyes. 

“T don’t want to walk the Path. Can’t I go a different direction?” 

His father shakes his head. “No, son, not all of us get a choice.” 

Satoshi wants to argue this, wants to tell his dad that he’ll find a 
different way for both of them. He wants to tell his dad that he doesn’t 
have to go away, but something is stopping him. Someone is pulling 
him from the other side. The hands are so small and the tugging so 
weak that it must be his baby sister, grabbing onto him from his 
mother’s grasp. He remembers this part now, how his baby sister 
distracted him while he was talking to his dad. 

But when he turns around, instead of his baby sister he sees 
Hisoka, his girlfriend of the last two years. Before he can register his 
surprise, she collapses into his arms sobbing. 

“T was so scared!” she heaves into his chest. She’s crying so hard at 
times she can barely breathe. “I was so worried about how you would 
take it that I was afraid to tell you! After my last boyfriend ... how he 
... how I had to ... how he made me end it, I ... I couldn’t do it 
again!” 

“It’s alright, it’s alright, I’m here now,” he says, wrapping her 
tighter in his arms. 

He’s terrified at the thought of having a child, wants to tell her 
that someone in his line of work shouldn’t have kids, that it’s not safe. 
But he can’t do it. He feels her pain with each convulsive sob and he 
just wants her to feel safe, protected. He hugs her tighter, feeling 
foolish because it’s the only thing he can do to comfort her. 

“We’ll do this together.” 

But wait, he thinks, that’s not right. This conversation happened 
three months ago, right after he got slashed during a collection gone 
wrong. He looks down to see the newly wrapped bandage he had on 
his arm at the time. Fresh crimson blood is still seeping out from 
under the snow-white gauze. His arm is that of a fully grown adult, 
not the tiny stick arms that belonged to the young boy seeing the 
fireworks for the first time with his father. 

He turns back but sees that it’s dark behind him, too dark to see. 
He calls out for his father, to know that he’s still there. He’s afraid that 
he’s left again, left all too soon without saying goodbye. There’s no 
answer. 

When the next explosion blankets the sky with light, he can see 
that his father isn’t there anymore. They’re all gone, not just his 
family, but everyone who had been on the hillside watching the 
fireworks. Now it’s just the two of them. 

“Promise?” 

“What?” 


He turns back to Hisoka. 

“Promise me you won’t leave?” she asks. Another burst of light 
reveals the glimmer in her eyes and down her cheeks. The light is 
reflected a brilliant orange and red in her tears, shimmering like liquid 
light. 

“T promise, I won’t leave you.” 

Satoshi holds her in both arms now. She hugs him so tight that he 
can’t breathe. 

“Then you’ve got to swim, baby,” she says, her voice and eyes both 
pleading with him. 

“What?” 

“Up there,” she says, pointing. Tiny bubbles escape from her 
mouth and float up. 

He looks up to see that the sky above them is on fire, with waves 
of flame dancing and whirling in every direction. He’s transfixed by 
the ribbons of liquid flame propagating outward and dissipating like 
ripples on a pond. It’s beautiful. So beautiful it presses on his chest, 
leaving him unable to breathe. His lungs burn. 

“swim!” 

And when she yells at him, the spell is broken, and Satoshi is 
suddenly back in the present where he’s drowning. 

Frantically, he kicked off the fisherman’s jacket weighing him 
down and began struggling to reach the surface. He used his arms to 
scoop water down below him with as much force as his oxygen- 
starved muscles could muster. When he broke through the surface, he 
found himself mere feet from the flaming wreckage of the ship. 

He greedily gulped air into his burning lungs in great, ragged gasps 
while trying not to inhale the water running down from the top of his 
head. An intense heat was radiating off to his side in waves, and he 
realized that he was right by the capsized wreckage of the burning 
ship. He quickly dove underwater and swam away from the flaming 
boat, surfacing again farther out. 

Satoshi became aware of moaning off in the water to his left and 
paddled over in that direction. He found the diver he had spoken to 
earlier clinging to an errant life jacket, staring at the burning ship. 

“Hey!” 

No response. 

“Hey!” 

This time he turned and looked at Satoshi. 

“What happened?” Satoshi yelled. 

“There was an explosion. When we were unpacking the gear.” 

“Were we hit by something? Onshore, maybe?” 

“No. Something in the cargo blew up.” 

“What was in there? Anything flammable?” 


“T don’t know. Anyone else survive?” 

Satoshi didn’t know. He paddled through the water around the 
wreckage but didn’t see anyone still alive. 

“T think it’s just you and me,” he said, swimming back to the diver. 
“Come on, let’s get to shore. Can you swim?” 

“T can’t feel my legs,” the other man said. His teeth chattered and 
his lips looked blue in the light from the burning ship. “I can’t 
feel my legs.” 

“Can you swim?” Satoshi shouted at him again. 

“T don’t ... I don’t think so.” 

“Come on, then,” Satoshi said. 

He grabbed the man from behind in an awkward hold with one 
arm and used the other to paddle them to shore. 

“That way,” the man said, pointing to the lights on the shore 
behind them. “That shore is closer.” 

Satoshi turned them around and began paddling in that direction. 
He wasn’t a good swimmer under the best of circumstances. But now 
that he could only use one arm to stroke while the other gripped the 
wounded diver, their progress was slowed considerably. After a few 
minutes, he was breathing hard from the exertion, but still he tried to 
keep the man talking. For his own sake. 

“You still with me?” he yelled. 

“T can’t feel my legs ... I can’t feel my legs ...” 

After an hour he thought he could see other boats surrounding the 
vessel from a distance. But they missed the two swimmers bobbing 
away in the darkness. By now his companion had grown quiet, most 
likely in shock. But he was still breathing, so Satoshi kept dragging 
him through the water. 

Dawn was beginning to break and the sky had grown lighter by the 
time they washed up on a small shore recessed beneath a roadway. 
When his hand scraped the sandy bottom, Satoshi staggered to his feet 
amongst the waves lapping at the shore. With the last of his strength, 
he dragged the man onto the small beach area. He collapsed just 
beyond him and rolled over onto his back, gasping. 

When he could move again, he tried to rouse the diver at his feet 
but found him unresponsive. Looking from his pale face and blue lips 
down the length of his body, Satoshi realized that both of his legs had 
been blown off below the knee. Too tired to feel much of anything at 
this point, Satoshi lurched to his feet and began staggering down the 
beach. He hoped there was a working train line nearby, because right 
now he wanted to be home more than anything. 

But before that, he had to find a phone and report this. He didn’t 
look forward to that conversation, but it was his duty to inform the 
big man of what had happened. He called Jun. While Jun was about 


as far from a good conversationalist as you could find, Satoshi was 
glad to be relaying his news to him rather than the big man himself. 
Because Vasili would not be happy when he heard. 


Chapter Six 


Mei, along with Kentaro and a junior detective named Miura, had 
spent the better part of three hours ensconced in their piece-of-shit 
surveillance vehicle camped two blocks from Arekusuandaa’s 
warehouse. The exterior was a nondescript delivery vehicle, meant to 
blend in and seem inconspicuous. The interior was a claustrophobia- 
inducing womb of monitors, speakers, headphones, and wires that 
seemed to grow darker and tighter with each passing hour. Even in 
the best of cases, being crammed together with other people 
breathing, sweating, and invading her personal space was enough to 
set Mei on edge. 

And today was far from the best of cases. 

“What the fuck? They’re walking all over him!” Mei half-mouthed, 
half-whispered to Kentaro. 

“He can’t rush it. If they suspect anything is up, it’s his life 
on the line.” 

“Still.” 

Mei understood Kentaro’s logic. But if she had to listen to another 
lengthy discussion of logistical best practices, or the financing options 
available to Arekusuandaa, she just might claw her own ears out. 

“He’s hardly said anything!” Mei protested. 

“First time doing police work?” Kentaro shot back. 

Mei glared at him from the corner of her eye, then hunkered down 
to continue listening. 

“T don’t understand any of this shit!” Miura said. “Why do they talk 
in English?” 

“Because most cops don’t speak English,” Kentaro said. “So most 
detectives need to get the International Affairs Department to help 
them out with their cases, and that can take weeks. They know that, 
and take advantage of it. That’s why all official Kaisha business is 
handled in English.” 

“More cases have been lost against the syndicates because of 
Japan’s shitty English-language education than for any other reason,” 
Mei added. 

“You speak English?” Miura asked. 

“T can get most of what they’re saying,” Kentaro said. “Her English 
is pretty good.” 


“Yeah? How’d you learn that?” Miura asked Mei. 
“Cop movies.” 


“Now, Arekusuandaa,” Kameko said, “as you know, we’ve received a 
number of reports of irregularities: missing cargo, accounting 
improprieties, occupational safety violations ... the list goes on. Now, 
we've contracted V Logic Industries, which is an affiliated auditing 
agency, to perform an audit ...” 

As she was speaking, the words displayed against the 
wall changed to: 


REMEMBER, STAY QUIET UNLESS PROMPTED! 
I KNOW YOU’RE WIRED 


When Arekusuandaa next looked back, Vasili could see the glint of 
tears forming in his eyes. He held one ringed, sausage-shaped finger in 
front of his mouth in a shushing gesture, then pointed back up at the 
screen. 

“’.. as for your firm’s accounting practices, the audit results here 
are equally dire. Deficiencies were found in twelve of seventeen key 
performance indicators, including ...” 


AND I KNOW YOU TRIED TO UNLOAD SOME 
MERCHANDISE BEHIND MY BACK 


As Kameko continued her bland business speak, the image on the 
screen switched to that of a woman who had been brutally murdered. 
Her glassy eyes stared off to the side, her face and neck slashed with 
such violent intensity that her head was nearly hanging off. She was 
tied to a chair in an apartment that had been ransacked. 

It was hard to tell because of the dark image, but something that 
looked like a tiny, bloody leg was visible off behind her. If it was in 
fact a leg, it was far too small to belong to any adult. Vasili’s hand 
moved from the man’s right shoulder to cover his mouth, just to be 
sure. He could feel that the man’s face was wet with tears. 

After lingering on this image, the screen switched to more text. 


CROSSING ME HAS ITS COSTS, 
BUT YOU WILL NOT PAY THEM 


The screen switched back from this to a picture. It took 
Arekusuandaa only a moment to realize that it was a picture of his 
sleeping wife in their bed at home. It was taken with some kind of 
night-vision filter, as everything seemed to be bathed in a pale green 
light. Then his wife shifted in her sleep, and he realized that it wasn’t 
a still image he was looking at, but a video being live-streamed. 

“... what I’ve just said. So what do you have to say to that?” 
Kameko asked all of a sudden. 

Luckily for Arekusuandaa, he didn’t have to think of an answer; 
one had been provided for him on the screen. The projected image 
changed to a prompt that told him exactly what to say in response to 
Kameko’s fake business queries. Soon she went off on another 
business-related tangent, while the screen went back to imparting the 
real message. 


BUT I’M GIVING YOU ONE CHANCE TO 

REDEEM YOURSELF AND AVOID THIS 
FATE FOR YOUR FAMILY 

TORCH THE ENTIRE WAREHOUSE 
MAKE SURE IT GOES UP 
THAT BOX BESIDE YOU CONTAINS ENOUGH GASOLINE TO GET 
STARTED 
Y’LL KNOW IF YOUR BODY ISN’T IN THE WRECKAGE 
AND IF IT’S NOT, YOUR WIFE AND CHILDREN 
WILL PAY INSTEAD 


“’.. when you add it all together, the total costs for the necessary 
legal counsel, combined with the aforementioned renovations and 
additions would cost you—let’s see—somewhere in the ballpark of 
four hundred to five hundred million yen. Which is a substantial 
burden, to be sure, but we can assist you in securing financing so that 
it’s not too onerous. So, Mr. Namonai, what do you say to that?” 

As soon as she finished speaking, the screen flashed the following 
message. 


WHAT IS YOUR ANSWER? 
DO WE HAVE A DEAL? 


There was no prompt this time; this one was up to him. Vasili 
looked down expectantly. It took Arekusuandaa a few moments before 
he could compose himself enough to stammer an answer. 

“Y-yes,” he said, tears streaming down his face. 

“Excellent! Kameko has the paperwork here. We’d like you to get 
started on it right away.” 


As he said this, he tapped the box of gasoline canisters with his 
finger, while Kameko rustled a few papers nearby for effect. The 
image on the screen changed back to the live feed from his apartment. 
Whoever was holding the camera was now leaving the room, 
switching the feed off once they were outside his door. 

The following message appeared on the warehouse’s wall: 


YOU WERE FAMILY, ALEX 
YOU WERE PART OF SOMETHING BIGGER 
BUT YOU THREW THAT AWAY 
YOU BETRAYED YOUR FAMILY 
AND DISGRACED YOURSELF 
NOW YOU MUST BURN 


Arekusuandaa had to make a special effort not to sob out loud. 

Jun and Kameko adroitly and soundlessly broke down their 
presentation setup, and the three of them moved towards the door. 

“I know things seem bad now,” Vasili said for the benefit of 
whoever was listening. “But hang in there. You will see that this was 
right decision.” 

Arekusuandaa just nodded, still crying quietly. 

“Anyway, we will leave you to it. I’m sure you have much work to 
do,” Vasili said with a pointed look. “We will await your response.” 

“Alright, yes,” Arekusuandaa said meekly. 

“A pleasure doing business with you!” 

Vasili followed his assistants out the door. 

Once they were gone, the door banged shut. 

Arekusuandaa was left alone in the enormous warehouse with just 
his regret. Regret, and enough gasoline to make things right. 


“Hey, I think—” 

“Shut up! [’m trying to find the signal again!” Mei hissed, 
cutting Miura off. 

“T think they’re gone. That’s them leaving.” 

Miura pointed to one of the monitors relaying an image of Vasili’s 
sleek SUV cruising through the empty streets. “That’s why there’s no 
more sound.” 

“Dammit,” Mei said. “Vasili and his goons just danced circles 
around him. We didn’t get anything usable at all!” 

“This guy’s the best.” Kentaro cocked his headphones off to the 
side of his head. “You’re not going to get him to roll over and 


incriminate himself.” 

“T can still hear something, though,” Miura said. “Mostly just 
static, but I think I can hear crying sometimes too.” 

“Unless it’s Vasili admitting to wrongdoing, I don’t want to 
fucking hear it.” 

Mei rubbed her face with her hands, which were propped on her 
knees. She hobbled over to the side door through the confined space 
and stepped out into the night, not bothering to pull her respirator 
into place. She needed to breathe in the outside air for a few minutes 
and didn’t care what invisible hazards she breathed in with the air. 
Besides, it was a relatively clear night. 

Kentaro followed her out and removed a cigarette from his pack. 
He inhaled deeply, regarding her for a long moment as he did. He 
certainly seemed relieved to be out of that van. 

“What?” 

“Did you really think it was going to be that easy? That he was just 
going to accidentally let something incriminating slip?” 

Mei sighed. “I don’t know ... yes? Maybe it was stupid, but I really 
thought we had a chance to pull some weight.” 

“You don’t just go straight for a heavy like Vasili. Guys like him 
are careful; they know how to insulate themselves. I’m surprised you 
even got Arekusuandaa to flip. Most of their guys are more loyal than 
that. You want to topple the syndicate, you’ve got to build a solid 
case. And that’s going to take time.” 

Mei looked at him, then down at the ground. 

“Yow’re smart, and you’re dedicated,” Kentaro said. “But you’re too 
impulsive and lack patience. You’re never going to win playing 
checkers against someone who’s playing chess.” 

She sighed. “Christ, you sound like my dad.” 

Kentaro just looked at her with a faintly disapproving look. Just 
like her dad. 

“But that doesn’t mean you’re wrong. Maybe I need to rethink my 
strategy.” 

“Well, you’ve got time.” 

“T just hate the idea that this opportunity was a total waste. All 
that effort and nothing to show for it.” 

Kentaro exhaled another puff of smoke and shook his head. “You 
can’t think of it that way. At least nothing horrible happened. 
Sometimes that’s a victory in and of itself.” 

“Hey! Guys! I think something is going on!” Miura called from 
inside the van. 

“What is it?” Mei asked. 

“Lots of noise now. Definitely crying, and something else I can’t 
quite place. It’s like a heavy, staticky crackling sound. Not sure 


what it is.” 

Mei looked perplexed. Kentaro suddenly looked concerned. 
Without saying anything, he turned and walked to the end of the alley 
and into the empty street. Mei followed close after him, stopping cold 
in her tracks when the warehouse came into view. 

Smoke was beginning to pour from the top of the peaked roof. 
From the windows stationed around the top of the building, she could 
see flickers of light, as if something inside was burning. Her head 
started spinning and she suddenly found it difficult to breathe. She 
began sprinting towards the burning warehouse. 

Sensing that Kentaro wasn’t keeping pace, she turned around to see 
him hunched forward on his knees vomiting into the street. She faced 
forward again and ran even faster. 

Because just up ahead, her informant, his warehouse, and her 
future on the police force were going up in smoke. 


Chapter Seven 


“Okay, let’s go over the game plan one last time,” rasped Director 
Nomura in his gravelly, cigarette-ravaged voice. “When the senior 
superintendent comes, what are you going to do?” 

“Shut the fuck up,” Mei and Kentaro intoned in unison. 

“Hmm, good. Let’s hope this works.” 

As the staff sergeant of the Homicide Division, Nomura was their 
superior ranking officer. He was in his midfifties and practically wore 
his age on his weathered face. He had his thick gray hair slicked back 
over his scalp like a protective shield. 

To Mei’s way of thinking, he was one of the few good guys in an 
institution that was being eaten from the inside out by corruption. She 
had seen him go to the mat for the officers under his command before, 
and was glad to have him on their side now. But the harried look of 
concern on his craggy, leathery face as they waited did not bode 
well for them. 

This thought was still swirling in her head when the door to the 
tiny meeting room crashed open and in strode Senior Superintendent 
Endo of the Criminal Affairs Bureau, the parent branch that 
encompassed her department. At just barely five and a half feet and 
nearly two hundred pounds, Endo looked almost as big around as he 
was tall. Between that and his immaculate suits, it was almost 
impossible for Mei to picture the man as having once been a beat cop. 
The bar-code-style comb-over he sported on his round head didn’t 
exactly demand respect, even if the man beneath it did—often and 
loudly. 

She had always harbored the suspicion that he was dirty, but she 
couldn’t say why. Mei could barely stomach the greasy, slimy careerist 
fuck. But she figured she should make an extra effort to be subservient 
today, considering that her career (life) as a police officer hung in the 
balance. 

He tossed the file in his hands onto the desk, where it slid across 
the table to where Mei and Kentaro sat. A glossy black-and-white 
photo of the charred husk of a man curled into a fetal position slipped 
out and hit her hand, causing her to look away. Guilt was already 
eating her over the part she played in his death. Seeing the aftereffects 
of her carelessness nearly turned her stomach. 


“Well? What do you have to say for yourselves?” 

Nomura shot them both a pointed glance that said: Stick to the 
game plan. He stood, turned, and bowed in one smooth motion. Mei 
and Kentaro followed him in standing and bowing, holding theirs 
longer. 

“IT most humbly apologize for my department’s behavior, and 
I take full—” 

Endo cut him off with a dismissive wave of the hand. “Enough. Did 
you even know about this?” 

“T take full responsibility,” Nomura repeated. 

Endo took a seat in the chair next to him, and the others sat back 
down as well. 

“Tm guessing this was your doing, wasn’t it?” Endo asked, staring 
straight at Mei. 

Mei glanced at Nomura. Don’t you fucking dare, his eyes said. 

She looked at the table. She couldn’t ask him to fall on his sword 
for her. “Yes sir, it was.” 

“T thought so. And for what purpose?” 

“T wanted to see if we could put a wire on Vasili Loginovski.” 

“Oh, did you now?” Endo asked, incredulously. “And tell me, how 
did that work out?” 

“Tt did not—” 

“Tt resulted in the death of a suspect in police custody, and the 
destruction of a site of interest in another ongoing investigation. And 
what, precisely, did you come away with? Did you capture anything 
usable against him?” 

“No, sir, we did not.” 

“No, Ms. Kimura, it would seem that you have taken failure and 
perfected it to an art form.” 

“Vasili must have—” 

“What? He must have what?” Endo snarled. 

“He must have gotten to the witness somehow. Forced him to set 
the fire, or ... or something.” 

“And do you have any proof of this? Any tangible evidence that 
somehow escaped the fire?” 

Mei didn’t have a response. Nomura stared at her silently. So much 
for his carefully laid strategy for the meeting. 

“And you, what do you have to say for yourself in all this?” Endo 
asked Kentaro. 

“T have no excuse for myself,” Kentaro said. 

Endo’s eyes darted back and forth between the two of them. His 
fury seemed to be burning itself out from a raging tempest down to a 
seething malice. 

“The entire bureau is stretched to the breaking point trying to 


catch this serial killer. This year’s clearance rate for murder and other 
violent crimes was already in the toilet before this guy started 
dumping bodies left and right. Now in the past week I’ve had an 
unauthorized sting operation from your department, and—” 

“T was not aware that I needed your approval for such operations,” 
Nomura said placidly. 

“Well, after this fuckup, you need my approval to take a piss. 
Everything from your section now comes directly to me for approval. 
No more surprises from your department. Not with the added scrutiny 
we're under from the press over the Shibuya Killer. Plus, I need to find 
a new head for the task force assigned to catch the fucker.” 

“T thought Suga was heading that up,” Nomura said. 

“He was. Until the insubordinate prick went and got himself 
killed.” 

“When was this?” Nomura asked. 

“About an hour ago. So in addition to dealing with the fallout from 
that I’m scrambling to find a replacement for him.” As he said this, 
Endo’s eyes swiveled to Mei. 

“Ms. Kimura! How would you like a promotion to head the task 
force searching for the killer?” Endo asked with a vicious smile. “And 
Mr. Kentaro, would you be so kind as to assist her in this? We could 
use another good detective working this case.” 

“Now, hold on,” Nomura said. “You can’t just take away my best 
detective. Not when my department is overwhelmed as it is.” 

Mei felt her cheeks begin to flush. Despite all her recklessness, her 
boss was still willing to stick up for her. And to think that he 
considered her his best detective was an honor she felt she didn’t fully 
deserve, given the circumstances. But it was still a thrill to hear it. 

“And Detective Kimura is a solid detective in her own right,” 
Nomura continued. If he noticed a look of disappointment suddenly 
appear on Mei’s face, he didn’t dwell on it. “Our clearance rate for 
homicide is the lowest it’s ever been. At least let me keep 
one of them.” 

Endo leaned back in his chair, steepling his hands in front of him 
as he considered this. “Very well. Kentaro will continue to work his 
other cases. But give him a reduced case load so he can assist with this 
investigation. We need someone with experience working this serial 
killer case, in addition to Kimura.” 


“T don’t get it.” 
Mei, Kentaro, and Nomura were back in his office. 


“Why give me the serial killer detail after this? I just got an 
informant burned alive, now I’m being promoted?” 

“Nothing about this agency makes much sense to me,” Kentaro 
said. “But this makes perfect sense, when you think about it.” 

Nomura nodded. “The killer has already killed three people. Now 
all those unsolved murders are pulling your clearance rate down.” 

“Shit.” She hadn’t thought of that. 

“Like you said, it’s a high-profile case. If you succeed, you redeem 
yourself and make him look good. If you fail, he’s got an excuse to get 
rid of you. I don’t necessarily think he’s betting on you in this case.” 
Nomura looked grim. “And it might not be all he’s hoping for.” 

“Oh, fuck that guy!” 

Not being a toadying ladder-climber herself, she was always taken 
aback to have the politics of the job spelled out to her so clearly at 
times. Everything about the political side of the job struck her as 
vulgar and crass. Plus, the implication that Endo saw it as a way to get 
rid of her infuriated her. 

“Hey!” Nomura snapped his fingers at her. “I thought I just heard 
one of my subordinate officers speak ill of a ranking officer. But I 
know that can’t be the case, because nobody under my command 
would be so stupid as that. Right?” 

“Sorry, sir,” Mei said. 

“Alright, go home. Both of you. And, Mei, be sure to read the case 
files I gave you. Regardless of what Endo’s wishes are for this case, 
you will solve it. Do you understand me?” 

“Yes sir.” 

“Good. Dismissed.” 

Mei and Kentaro began walking back towards their desks. 

“T don’t get it. How did you manage not to catch flak for this?” Mei 
asked. “He barely even seemed angry at you back there.” 

“T don’t know. Must be my winning smile.” 

Kentaro flashed her a lopsided grin full of crooked, nicotine- 
stained teeth jutting in every direction like tombstones in a graveyard. 

“Yeah, that must be it.” 


After reporting in from a pay phone, Satoshi hopped the turnstile at a 
subway station and rode back to the apartment he shared with Hisoka 
in Shibuya. She almost cried when she saw him arrive a little past 
seven in the morning. He was exhausted and ragged from the swim, 
his socks and boots still squelching with seawater. He gave her an 
exhausted hug and almost collapsed on top of her. 


Hisoka was short, with a small frame that was only just starting to 
fill out. Her large eyes were wider than usual now with concern. Even 
with her hair a mess and her face puffy from lack of sleep, Satoshi 
thought she was beautiful. Of course, much of that was the quiet 
courage with which she carried herself. Because if nothing else, 
Hisoka was a survivor. 

Hisoka was one of the “Namonai” children orphaned during the 
Great Kanto Tsunami of May 13, 2033, what would later be called 
5/13. She was one of the tens of thousands of children who had lost 
their parents when the tsunami swept through the streets of Tokyo. 
Anyone on the streets or subways near the coast had drowned or been 
killed by the surging waters that day. 

The orphans who couldn’t be matched up to official records were 
given the official designation of “Namonai,” or nameless. It was meant 
as a stopgap measure, but through official inaction it soon became de 
facto policy. What had been meant as a temporary term became their 
official names, then their identities. 

“What hap—” 

“T don’t want to talk about it.” 

Satoshi’s voice was raspy from the long walk to and from the train 
stations out in the open air without his respirator. His eyes burned 
too, and he wanted nothing more than to close them and sleep. 

She put a hand on each arm and kept pace with him as he walked, 
staring into his eyes the whole time without saying a thing. He sighed. 

“Tm not sure exactly. There was an explosion. Something in the 
cargo went up. I’m not hurt, though, so don’t worry about me.” 

“What about the others?” 

Satoshi averted his gaze at that question. 

“Anyone that you—” 

“T’m about to pass out, can we talk about this later?” 

She clutched both of her hands in front of her mouth and nodded. 

“Thanks,” he said, stripping off his soiled clothes and heading for 
the shower. 

With the shower running in the next room, Hisoka sat there on the 
sofa, quietly crying and saying a silent prayer. Like she did every time 
he left the house on a job, and came home alive. She almost yelped 
when she heard a knock at the door, and slowly, timidly, she went 
to answer it. 

It was what’s-her-name. Vasili’s assistant, the one Satoshi worked 
with sometimes. The beautiful one who frightened Hisoka. Kameko, 
that was it. It was her eyes that unnerved her so much. Her face was 
beautiful, practically flawless. But her cold, dead, black eyes absorbed 
light. They seemed vaguely reptilian. 

But like it or not, Hisoka couldn’t turn her away. This was Satoshi’s 


business, and it wasn’t one you could turn your back on. She smiled at 
Kameko without inviting her in. 

“Hi there ... I want to say Hoshi?” Kameko said. 

“Hisoka.” 

“Of course.” Kameko’s smile was dazzling, her eyes flat and 
expressionless. “Sorry to trouble you. But I need to borrow Satoshi for 
a couple of minutes.” 

“Tm sorry, but could it wait? He’s had a rough night.” 

From the next room she could hear the shower turn off. 

“Tm so sorry, but I’m afraid it can’t,” Kameko said with a look of 
fake contrition. “Our mutual employer asked to speak to him directly. 
And we don’t want to disappoint the big man, now, do we? May I?” 

Without waiting for a response, Kameko tried to sidestep Hisoka, 
who instantly stepped in front of her, blocking the entryway. 
Kameko’s face lit up in a dazzling grin that didn’t extend to her eyes. 

“Well, aren’t you just adorable!” she gushed. “A real spitfire! I can 
see why Satoshi likes you so much!” 

And so saying, she reached out and slid one hand under each of 
Hisoka’s armpits, deadlifting her without the slightest hint of exertion 
and walking her back into her own apartment. Hisoka wriggled like a 
disobedient child in the air. Kameko gave her another smile as she set 
her down, then walked back into their bedroom yelling, “Satoshi!” 

After some grumbling back and forth, Satoshi emerged, pulling a 
shirt over his head. He gave Hisoka a weak smile. 

“Do you know where my other respirator is? And my overcoat too 
—I lost both of them last night.” 

“Your good respirator and jacket? I think they’re in the closet. 
ll get them.” 

Soon Satoshi was riding the elevator down with Kameko. 

“Thanks for dressing up. I’m sure Vasili will appreciate 
that,” Kameko said. 

“T only live to serve,” Satoshi said wryly as they stepped off the 
elevator and walked outside. “But I could serve a lot better with some 
sleep.” 

“Yeah, join the club. You weren’t the only one working the night 
shift last night.” Kameko got behind the wheel of the black SUV. 

“Doing what? Torturing puppies? Lighting cats on fire?” 

“Ha-ha, close!” Kameko said without really laughing. She turned to 
fix him with a deadly serious look. “Had to exterminate a rat.” 

Satoshi held her gaze, then nodded. As much as he didn’t want to 
admit it, Kameko frightened him just a little. 

“Mind if I sleep on the way there?” 

“Sleep? And miss this glorious morning? The sun is shining”—she 
looked up through the windshield at the gray fog above 


—“somewhere, probably. Birds are chirping ...” All Satoshi could hear 
were the sounds of traffic and cars honking. “Why, it’s another 
glorious day right here, in our dying city!” 
“Don’t you ever get tired?” Satoshi asked as he closed his eyes. 
“You know, I used to,” Kameko said as she maneuvered the 
massive SUV away from the curb and into traffic. “But then I thought: 
why bother?” 


Chapter Eight 


Vasili waited in his office at Club Hyperion, the nightclub he owned at 
the top of the AJX Building that served as the primary base of his 
operations. He didn’t much care for having to weave through a throng 
of clubber dipshits when coming and going late at night. Nor did he 
care for the repetitive club music that pulsated into his office 
whenever he was here late. But it was a small price to pay 
for the view. 

That view. It still took his breath away to stand at the top of such a 
tall building overlooking one of the most massive cities on earth. 
There was nothing that rivaled the feeling of victory, of conquest and 
domination, quite like standing there and gazing out at the city and 
knowing that he controlled so much of it. Without many people ever 
being the wiser. 

He gazed at the breadth of his domain and would have wept, for 
there were no more worlds to conquer. Except that ruling the world 
he had already conquered was still a full-time job. Alexander had 
never talked about that part of the job. Then again, conquerors usually 
didn’t make good rulers. 

But lately he had been preoccupied with other matters. After 
arriving back at the club following that business at the warehouse, 
he’d stepped off the elevator at the forty-fourth floor. He’d walked 
past the rows of velvet curtains where thousands of eager clubbers 
had lined up to get through earlier in the night. Then he’d walked 
upstairs through the massive three-story club that featured a main 
stage, two side stages, and several different bar and lounge rooms, 
even a restaurant downstairs. All with incredible views of the city 
outside. 

Vasili had walked through the nearly empty club as the bouncers 
herded the last of the party people towards the door. He’d headed up 
the stairs and passed the bar and side stage on the third floor to his 
office. He’d closed the door and fixed himself a night (morning?) cap 
as he waited for Satoshi. 

Now, he looked out at the city below. As he stood there and 
marveled at the view, he heard the door open and turned to see 
Satoshi trudge in, followed by Kameko and Jun. Vasili motioned for 
him to have a seat on a sofa, then sat down in the one opposite it. 


“Satoshi! Rough night for you, eh, buddy?” 

“Yeah, you could say that—” 

“So ... what I’m dying to know is ... what the fuck happened last 
night?” 

Satoshi told him everything he knew. 

“In the cargo itself?” 

“Unless it was a suicide bomber. Because nobody else made it out 
alive.” 

“No one?” 

“Well, I dragged one of the divers to shore. But he didn’t last long 
without his legs.” 

“Yeah,” Vasili said. “Those are important.” 

Satoshi could never tell if he was joking or not. Something about 
his boss’s dry humor—which was as black as the ice that covered the 
man’s Russian homeland—didn’t quite translate to the Japanese sense 
of humor. 

“Was there anything flammable in there?” Satoshi asked. “Or 
anything that could have accidentally exploded under pressure?” 

Vasili motioned for Jun to hand him a slip of paper, which he 
perused. 

“Amphetamines, other controlled substances, 17-4 steel powder ... 
no, nothing explosive. Here, you can see invoice for yourself,” Vasili 
said, sliding the slip of paper over the coffee table to Satoshi. 

“You get invoices for these shipments?” Satoshi asked, glancing at 
the itemized list. “Seems dangerous to leave a paper trail.” 

“Naturally, I do not send paper invoices to suppliers. Is all done by 
encrypted data transmission. No, this is invoice for you.” 

“What?” 

“So you know how much you owe me.” 

“Owe you? I almost get blown up and drowned doing a job that’s 
not even mine in the first place. And you want to bill me for the lost 
cargo?” Satoshi was incredulous. Was Vasili fucking with him? 

“You were there to provide security, no?” Vasili asked. “Protection, 
yes? Was that not your job?” 

Satoshi didn’t reply. 

“Did you do that? Did you protect cargo? Because this morning I 
get call from you saying, ‘Now is no cargo.’ So I think, no cargo? No 
problem, Satoshi just pay me!” Vasili said in his most upbeat, jolly 
Russian bear voice. 

“T don’t have that kind of money,” Satoshi said. 

“Not to worry!” Vasili said jovially. “Because ’m giving you a 
whole week to get it. Who says I’m not fair?” 

If Satoshi had looked exhausted before, he looked absolutely 
destroyed now. His skin took on a new paler shade of gray than 


before. Vasili had him right where he wanted him. 

“Of course, if that is difficult ... I could be persuaded to take 
payment another way,” Vasili said, casually dangling the promise of 
salvation out to him. 

Satoshi didn’t say anything; he just kept his tired eyes fixed on 
Vasili. He didn’t want to take the bait too soon. Because with Vasili, 
there was bound to be a hook in it. He had worked for the man long 
enough to know that it couldn’t possibly be that easy. Finally, he 
sighed and spoke first. 

“And what would that be?” 

“Masahiro.” 

“What?” 

“T don’t make you to kill him—I won’t ask that of you—you just 
need to bring him to me. He and I have much to discuss.” 

“About what?” 

“You’re a smart guy, Satoshi. Don’t be dumb by asking the wrong 
questions all of a sudden. Masa’s gone into hiding, but I need to speak 
to him. You two were friends, partners, for long time. If there is 
anyone can find him, is you.” 

“When you have him ...,” Satoshi said, unable to finish the 
question. 

“When I have him, I will deal with him in my own way.” 

That didn’t seem to be the answer Satoshi wanted to hear. He 
looked like he was about to protest when Vasili preempted him. 

“Look, we both know Masa. Man is wild dog. Wild dog that should 
have been put down long time ago.” 

“Be that as it may, ’m not sure I’m the one to lead him to 
slaughter.” 

Vasili uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. Satoshi was now 
sitting slumped forward, supporting his head with his arms propped 
against his legs. Vasili began speaking more quietly, as if he had a 
secret. 

“Look, you and me, we know what Masa is. Now I am hearing that 
maybe he is killer leaving dead bodies in my territory. But first, he ... 
well, I’m sure you hear. Smart guy like you probably reads papers.” 

“He’s not ...,” Satoshi protested weakly. 

“Not what?” 

“He’s not a monster.” 

Vasili didn’t respond verbally to that. He just arched a single 
eyebrow impossibly high on one side of his forehead. 

“Well, he’s not that type of monster.” 

Vasili gave Satoshi a long look of disappointment. Then he clapped 
his hands together. 

“Very well! Is decided. You shall pay me the”—here he speared the 


invoice on the coffee table with a finger and swiveled it towards him 
—“one hundred and thirty-five million yen you owe me. Let’s say 
one week, yes?” 

Satoshi looked like he had been extinguished, but he nodded and 
somehow managed to get to his feet. 

“Don’t forget to take this.” Vasili handed him his invoice along 
with another slip of paper he removed from a pocket. “And take this 
to fat man at other storehouse. Is requisition for six crates of stainless 
steel powder. I want you to deliver that to Toymaker. You know how 
to find him?” 

Satoshi just nodded as he swayed unsteadily on his feet. 

“And if you change your mind about doing your civic duty and 
bringing this killer to heel, feel free to take whatever hardware you 
need for task. On the house, of course.” 

Satoshi just modded again, then bowed deeply. “Your 
generosity astounds me.” 

Vasili had to respect the guy. He had just looped a noose around 
his neck and pulled it tight, but if it bothered Satoshi, he hid it well. 

“Ts what I’m known for. Speaking of which ...” 

Vasili walked back behind his desk to the wall, where he used a 
thumbprint to open a wall-mounted safe. He extracted a bottle of pills 
and a small vial of white powder. 

“For you,” he said, holding up the powder. “And for your mother,” 
he added, indicating the pill bottle. “Make them last. There is chance 
that both of these are going to be scarce for a time. At least until next 
shipment. But don’t worry, I don’t make you guard next one. Seeing as 
how you are shit at it.” 

Satoshi looked at the drugs he had been handed, then back up at 
Vasili. He looked like he was about to cry. 

“Thank you,” he finally managed in a weak voice. 

Vasili nodded and patted him on the shoulder. 

“Jun, would you?” Vasili asked his assistant. Jun nodded, and 
Kameko tossed him the keys to the van from where she sat. 

When the two of them had gone, Kameko walked over and plopped 
down on the sofa that Satoshi had recently vacated. She looked at her 
boss for a long while without saying anything. 

“What?” Vasili finally said. 

“Tt’s just that,” Kameko began, choosing her words carefully, 
“Satoshi has always been a good soldier, and loyal. I don’t know how I 
feel about you doing him like this.” 

Vasili looked out the window and sighed. 

“Is not something I want to do, but something I have to do.” He 
shook his head. “If what Masa knows gets out, this city will drown in 
blood.” 


Chapter Nine 


The next day, Mei arrived early and was met by Endo and Kentaro. 
Endo’s face wasn’t the first thing she wanted to see in the morning, 
but he insisted on escorting her to her new detail. 

Mei’s years on the force had disabused her of the impressions 
instilled in her as a child by years of watching cop movies and TV 
shows, with their images of advanced police equipment and high-tech 
command centers. But even in comparison with her more modest, 
realistic understanding of the context in which police work was done, 
the task force “headquarters” was a total shithole. 

Her first clue should have been taking the elevator to the 
basement, then walking through the equipment room to a back door 
she hadn’t even known existed. This led them into a dimly lit room 
with a sloped concrete floor and cinder block walls. It was illuminated 
only by a few incandescent bulbs hung in the middle of the room, and 
a window that allowed a small amount of light through. The ceiling 
consisted entirely of piping and ducts that were leaking, judging from 
the thin trickles of water crisscrossing the floor. There was a large 
table in the center of the room under one of the lights, an evidence 
board off to one side, and a few desks in the darker corners of the 
room. These held enormous, antiquated computers and had ratty 
chairs that looked like they had been viciously attacked with knives, 
judging from their wounds that bled padding. 

“Weren’t there any other offices available?” Mei asked. 

“No.” 

“T thought catching this guy was a priority after he dumped a body 
on the governor.” 

“Yes, and while the governor has made a lot of noise about the 
case, he forgot to increase our budget to handle it. Besides, real cops 
don’t need a pretty office to catch criminals, just good police work.” 

In this less-than-hospitable environment, she found herself staring 
at three less-than-hospitable faces. 

“Gentlemen,” Endo said with a clap of his hands. “Allow me to 
introduce you to the new head of the task force: Mei Kimura! You will 
also be assisted by Detective Kentaro, albeit on a part-time basis.” 

Mei nodded at the men. They looked at her impassively. 

“Those two,” Endo said, pointing at two younger men huddled 


together, “are Detectives Kato and Ina.” 

If either of them inclined their heads in a bow, it was too subtle for 
her to pick up on. Ina seemed like one of the surfer boys who hung 
out in Shibuya, with his bleached hair, dark tan, and lean build. Kato 
was bigger than the other man, with the build of a rugby player. His 
dark eyes didn’t betray any hint of warmth, nor did the corner of his 
mouth that was turned down in a haughty half-sneer. 

“And this ... stalwart defender of the public good is Detective 
Watanabe.” Endo said this with mock grandeur as he waved towards 
an unshaven man wearing a rumpled button-up shirt that was 
straining against his ample stomach. 

“A pleasure,” Watanabe said, standing and bowing with a flourish. 

Over his overtaxed dress shirt, Watanabe was wearing a long 
brown Demron overcoat that seemed to have been clearly styled after 
the outfit of choice in many of the old-school private eye movies. Mei 
suspected that his respirator might just have a fedora attached to it. 

“Well, then, P’ll leave you to it,” Endo said, turning to leave. 
“Because the clock is ticking, Detective.” 

Mei didn’t respond. When he was gone, she turned to address 
her new team. 

“Hello. I want to start by saying I’m sorry for the loss of your 
former team leader. I didn’t know Suga personally, but the death of an 
officer is always a tragedy. So my condolences.” 

No response. 

“Right, then, let me introduce myself. My name is Mei Kimura, I’ve 
been a detective with the Homicide Department for two years now.” 

Kato’s hand went up. Mei shot him a look. She already knew what 
the question was going to be. 

“To answer your question, yes, my father was Hideaki Kimura. 
Form your own opinions, but keep them to yourselves. If I hear a 
single word about it, there will be hell to pay. Understood?” 

They nodded. 

“As for you all ... well, I’m sure we'll get to know each other 
along the way.” 

The phone rang as she was speaking. Watanabe answered it, 
grunting several responses into the headset before hanging up. Then 
he sat there for a few moments, not saying anything. 

“What is it?” Mei prompted. 

“They found another body.” 

“Alright, let’s go.” 

“What, all of us?” Kato asked. 

“You got something better to do?” Mei said. 

He didn’t answer, just grudgingly donned his overcoat and picked 
up his respirator. 


“You sure you want to go?” Watanabe said. “The way this guy has 
been leaving bodies ...” 

“T’m not afraid of a little blood, Detective,” Mei said. 

“No, of course not,” Watanabe said. “But how about a lot of 
blood?” 


Mei thought that she had a pretty strong stomach. Coming up through 
the ranks as a beat cop in the Shibuya area, she had seen the grisly 
aftermath of numerous violent confrontations. This had been followed 
by her stint as a murder police in one of the largest cities on the 
planet. She thought she had witnessed every possible perversion and 
desecration that could possibly be inflicted on the human body. 

But she had never seen anything quite like this. 

Mei was in an abandoned factory located on a small island in 
Tokyo Bay called Tsukishima. It was a reclaimed island that had been 
artificially built. Essentially, dirt was piled or dredged up to the point 
where it became solid ground that could be built on. It was one of a 
number of such islands that ringed the inside of the bay. 

But recent seismic activity had scared most people away from such 
artificial islands. It turned out reclaimed land was usually the first to 
subside and sink when large earthquakes hit. The island had largely 
been abandoned after a massive sinkhole had opened up on it a few 
years back, swallowing most of a shopping mall along with most of 
the shoppers in it. 

This had left warehouses, factories, apartment buildings, malls, 
restaurants, and other structures abandoned to rot. Recently, many of 
these islands had given rise to shantytowns and settlements of people 
willing to move into the abandoned buildings. They had only seen a 
few people wandering around on the condemned island, yet Mei had 
an overwhelming feeling of being watched by eyes that were just out 
of sight. 

When they arrived at the scene in an abandoned factory, Mei 
didn’t want to get too close for fear of disturbing the integrity of the 
crime scene. But the extensive blood splatters leading out from the 
victim made that especially difficult. The victim was a man, probably 
late thirties, who had either been eviscerated and then strangled, or 
more likely strangled and then eviscerated. He was lying in a corner of 
the factory’s ground floor in a pool of blood that had turned a dark 
crimson brown from mixing with the dirt and grime on the cement 
floor. His glassy eyes stared up at the ceiling in a frozen look of 
surprise. A streak of fresher blood had sprayed against the corrugated 


metal wall right behind him, the bright crimson splatter providing the 
only source of color in the area. 

“T didn’t know there was that much blood in a human body,” she 
said. She was trying hard not to vomit as she paced around the crime 
scene. 

“There isn’t,” said a voice from behind her. “Most of it is probably 
the victim’s, as you’d expect. But if I had to guess, I’d say there’s two 
or three people’s worth of blood here.” 

She turned to see a young man in a white plastic body suit 
standing behind her. As she did, she also noticed a hole in the ceiling 
through which she could see parts of the second floor. She made a 
mental note to check upstairs later. 

“Mei Kimura,” Mei said, nodding at the man. “I’ve been placed in 
charge of the investigation following the death of Detective Suga.” 

“Pleased to meet you. Sorry for the loss of your fellow officer.” 

“T didn’t know the man personally, but I hope to live up to him as 
a suitable replacement.” 

“Shouldn’t be hard,” the man said flatly. 

“What did you say your name is again?” 

“T didn’t, but it’s Suzuki. ’ve been assigned as the designated 
medical examiner for this case.” 

“So what can you tell me? If there’s so much blood, why aren’t 
there more bodies?” 

“Do you mind if I ...?” Watanabe cut in from beside her. He was 
shifting around uncomfortably and trying not to look at the body. 
“The sight of blood ... it makes me squeamish.” 

“Go ahead. Help the others canvass outside. Find witnesses if you 
can!” Mei called after him as the big man scurried away. 

“Well, to your question, I wouldn’t be so sure there aren’t more 
bodies,” Suzuki said. “It’s possible we’ll find the rest later. For the 
time being, I’ve taken a few dozen blood samples from different points 
here. Hopefully a few of them will be uncontaminated enough to pull 
some DNA and maybe get a match in the database.” 

“ID?” 

“Well, driver’s license in the victim’s wallet gave his name as 
Tetsuo Kobayashi. The family has been contacted and will have to 
positively ID him.” 

“What about the body itself? Anything there?” 

“T won’t know until I’ve gotten it back to the laboratory and done a 
full autopsy, but looks consistent with the others. Death by 
strangulation, most likely a crushed windpipe, followed by the 
removal of several organs.” 

“For what purpose?” 

“That’s not really my area of expertise. I can only tell you what 


was done to the body, not why it was done. But I can say that this 
doesn’t fit the killer’s MO.” 

“How so?” 

“It’s different in a number of ways. First, this is the first time he— 
I’m just assuming the killer is male because they often are—has left 
such a mess at the scene. Usually there’s a lot less blood and gore.” 

“Maybe he was interrupted,” Mei said. “Someone surprised him 
while he was working on the victim and he had to dispatch them too.” 

“Very possible,” Suzuki said. “But there’s another discrepancy 
worth noting. All of the other bodies were left in highly visible 
locations where they were sure to be found, as if they were placed for 
maximum impact. The governor’s photo-op, a Shibuya side street—” 

“What about Suga? Where was he found?” 

“Down the street from NPA headquarters in a back alley in 
Shibuya. Pure provocation. The point is, we were meant to find those, 
as they were left in visible areas to make it easy for us. But this one 
was left at an abandoned plant, where there was no guarantee of 
being found, at a crime scene that is much messier than the others 
he’s left us.” 

“Maybe he changed up his MO to throw us off the trail.” 

“Could be,” Suzuki said, not looking entirely convinced. 

“What are you getting at?” Mei asked. 

“What I’m trying to say is, this could be the killer we’re after. Or it 
could be a copycat killer doing his best to mimic the real killer.” 

Mei didn’t reply. 

“Anyway, good luck with your case, Detective.” 


Chapter Ten 


Before there was The Rock, there was just Vasili. A shy, skinny kid 
who would be totally unrecognizable to the man he would become, 
even if he saw a photo from his childhood. Not that there were any 
photos. His mother was never in danger of being able to afford a 
camera, or any other such luxuries. 

Though he couldn’t have known it then, this machine he would 
build traced its lineage back to the backstreets of the industrial 
hellscape of Norilsk in northern Russia. It had been in the works ever 
since he was a young boy who bluffed his way into working as a 
mechanic at an auto shop. Once there, he cut his fingers to the bone 
teaching himself to actually be a mechanic. 

He spent hours each night tearing apart and rebuilding engines 
after the shop had closed. He couldn’t ask questions of the other 
mechanics. Sergei would just swear at him, and Anatoli wouldn’t even 
bother to answer. 

Before long, he knew not just engines, but the entire transmission 
system, inside and out. He could diagnose problems just by listening, 
just by feeling the vibration. But while he learned about every part of 
the car, he specialized in engines. There was something about them. 
Something about the logic of every piece moving together in sync, 
meshing in precision timing to produce incredible power. 

These skills served him well now that he was overseeing a machine 
as monstrously complicated and intricately intertwined as the one he 
had built throughout the city. Or rather, rebuilt. Because the original 
infrastructure had already been laid by his predecessor, Moto. 

Once he was gone, Vasili had taken over his territory, including all 
the businesses and infrastructure that had been set in place. The 
machinery he’d inherited worked just fine. But it was a little clunky, a 
little slow, a little underpowered for Vasili’s tastes. 

So he did what he used to do to engines back in the shop. He broke 
it down and built it back up, only bigger, better, faster, and smoother. 
Every aspect of the operation was optimized. His machinery had 
tentacles that stretched throughout both sides of the economy. 

He controlled some of the best turf in the city, as his domain 
stretched from the dockside areas of Minato Ward to Shibuya Ward. 
This included wealthy residential areas such as Ebisu, Daikanyama, 


and Harajuku, not to mention nightspots like the area around Shibuya 
Station and Roppongi. Over time, he had even been able to add 
Omotesando and Nakameguro to his domain. The markets he served 
in this territory ran the spectrum from white to black, with plenty of 
gray areas in between. 

For example, his import operations and warehouses could be used 
to move drugs into Tokyo, which would then be distributed by his 
dealers through his nightclubs, bars, and restaurants. But suppose one 
of the weekend-warrior cokeheads or pill-poppers found themselves 
doing it a little too much, to the point where it cost them their job. Or 
a minnow got taken at one of the private poker games his people 
organized, and lost a lot of money trying to swim with the sharks. 

No problem—one of Vasili’s payday lending or loan-sharking 
operations could step in with a loan. The terms weren’t great, but 
desperate people tended to gloss over this. Especially if they were still 
feeling a little ragged from the comedown, or needed that money fast. 

What if this person had trouble paying back the money? Then 
another one of Vasili’s businesses, one further down the chain in a 
darker gray area, would step in and offer a bigger loan at a steeper 
rate. Just to give them some breathing room from their other 
creditors. Of course, by this point the person was entirely in Vasili’s 
pocket, and he could do with them as he pleased. 

Maybe he would pass them along to a loan consolidator (that he 
also owned), who would get them set up on a payment plan to slowly 
repay the money. Maybe he would just have his people round up or 
liquidate their assets. Or maybe, if he needed a risky job done by 
someone expendable, he might offer them a quicker way out. Then he 
might let it be known that the debt would be wiped clean in exchange 
for something like pulling a trigger, or torching an establishment. 

Vasili never forced anyone to do anything. He just presented 
people with options and let them decide for themselves. 

Another lucrative business for him was protection money paid by 
the other establishments operating in his territory. In exchange for a 
consideration, Vasilis men kept the peace in commercial areas, 
allowing them to conduct business unmolested. This included 
everything from chasing off rival gangs to greasing the wheels for 
them to obtain official licenses and permits faster. This last one was 
immensely valuable in a country where the wheels of bureaucracy 
ground slowly, and frequently groaned to a halt over the pettiest of 
official grievances. 

Metrics at every step along the way were thoroughly tracked, 
recorded, and analyzed to squeeze every possible improvement out of 
his machine. This vast, sprawling economic engine he had built went a 
long way towards powering the larger organization into which it was 


plugged, the Kaisha. And while the other bosses might envy his 
achievements—even hate him for them in some cases—they all 
benefited from them too. 

His legal operations were all on the books and aboveboard, no 
problems there. They even paid taxes. For his other dealings in the 
gray to black markets, his organization consisted of four lieutenants 
with their own crews that handled different matters. Below these 
crews were a host of independent freelancers working for themselves 
who were sometimes recruited for jobs on a temporary basis. 

Added to this were the Twins, Kameko and Jun, his personal 
assistants, drivers, bodyguards, enforcers, or whatever else the 
occasion called for. Every boss in the organization was free to run 
their operation as they saw fit, so long as the money kept coming in to 
the lieutenants to funnel up to the bosses to give to the shacho at the 
top. He was always among the top earners within the syndicate. 

Now, as he sat at the bar outside his office at the club, Vasili 
couldn’t help but feel like he was under siege. While he sipped a 
vodka rocks and skimmed through several newspapers, he had a 
feeling that was almost claustrophobic. As if the city was closing in 
around him. First there was the matter with Arekusuandaa going 
behind his back and trying to sell to that undercover. And for what? 
Vasili had always treated him well. But more so than the breach of 
trust was the way it left him exposed, forcing him to scramble to plug 
the leak his engine had sprung. 

Now there was the act of sabotage with his shipments. He couldn’t 
imagine anyone from the fishing crew or the divers being behind it. 
No, he suspected the work of one of the rival gangs to the group on 
the mainland that supplied his drugs. He would have to look into this 
later, after his afternoon office hours. 

Then, of course, the most dangerous time bomb out there was 
Masa. If someone were to pull on that loose end hard enough, it could 
potentially unravel everything. All Vasili’s attempts to locate him had 
failed, and he had no idea if Masa had revealed what he knew or not. 
But even beyond that, the entire situation infuriated him because it 
was his own fuckup to begin with that had lit the fuse. He never 
should have trusted a mad dog like Masa with something so 
important. 

But then, he had been in tighter spots than this. He knew how to 
weather sieges, how to hunker down, bide his time, and strike back 
when necessary. Vasili would keep the machine running. It was 
what he did. 

“You ready?” Kameko asked, striding into the empty bar area. 
“Hikaru and Tengu are here for your first sit-down today.” 

Vasili nodded. The day was just beginning. 


Chapter Eleven 


“Alright, gentlemen,” Vasili said, clapping his meaty hands together 
and rubbing them vigorously. “Hand me the baby, hand me the 
cleaver, and let’s get down to business, shall we?” 

“What?” Hikaru asked. 

“Nothing. What seems to be the trouble, then?” 

Both Hikaru and Tengu took that as their cue to begin loudly 
making their cases. As they talked over one another, Vasili began 
banging one of his hands on the countertop of the bar, gradually 
increasing the intensity and volume until they shut up. 

Before taking the Path, Hikaru had been a gigolo at a host club ina 
former life. He had traded in his nights of flirting with lonely women 
for working under Vasili. But for some reason, he had kept the 
feathered and coiffed hair (dyed blond, naturally), spray-tanned skin, 
cheap, jangly accessories, and oversized sunglasses that were the 
trademark host look. Personally, Vasili only excused the snakeskin 
boots and white shirt unbuttoned halfway down his chest because the 
man could move a ton of product. Having connections in host, hostess, 
strip, and dance clubs throughout the city had certainly come in 
handy for the guy. It was the only reason this clown was now one of 
his top lieutenants. 

“Okay, let us try again. Tengu, you called for sit-down, so why 
don’t you start?” 

“Gladly,” Tengu said. “I demand restitution.” 

“Blood or money?” Vasili asked. 

“Both.” 

“For what crime?” 

“Some of Hikaru’s men killed—” 

“Hold up! They’re not my men, they—” 

Vasili held up both hands to quiet Hikaru. “Tengu, continue.” 

“One of my guys and one of the Yamazaki guys were driving 
through Gunma with a supply of GHB capsules when—” 

“Why was one of their guys there?” 

“We’ve been running deliveries with one of ours and one of theirs. 
As a sign of trust, like.” 

“Okay, smart. And how many pills are we talking?” 

“Two kilograms,” Tengu said. 


“So what is that? About a hundred and twenty thousand capsules?” 

“About that, yeah. Anyway, from what I’ve been able to figure out, 
they were stopped by two cops in Gunma who killed them and took 
their gear. Which, I found out later, made its way into Hikaru’s hands. 
He sold it and pocketed the money.” 

“Ts this true?” Vasili asked, turning to Hikaru. 

“Fuck no,” Hikaru said. “And I’ll tell you why. First of all, they’re 
not my guys. One of them is my cousin, but he didn’t do this on intel 
from me. He and his buddy were ... freelancing, you could say. He 
brought the stuff to me to move because he knows me. But that’s the 
extent of my involvement.” 

Vasili nodded. He didn’t like how any of this sounded so far. He 
turned back to Tengu. 

“So, what sort of restitution are you seeking?” 

“T want three hundred million yen for the product. And I want the 
shooters.” 

Hikaru started to protest, but Vasili silenced him with a wave 
of his hand. 

“Blood and money,” Vasili said, rubbing his chin. “That is tall 
order. Hikaru? Your response?” 

“The product was barely worth that retail. Pll clear about one 
hundred million after it’s sold off, so I feel like I should get a cut for 
my effort. But I’m willing to let that slide in exchange for my cousin’s 
life. You can have the other guy, but I can’t do Takemi like that. He’s 
family.” 

“Well, there are other factors at play that must be considered,” 
Vasili said. “Like how we profited off death of one of Yamazaki-gumi’s 
guys. Do they know about this?” 

“They know the delivery went wrong,” Tengu said. “They don’t 
know it was one of ours.” 

“Tt’s not one of ours!” Hikaru growled. 

“Enough!” Vasili said. 

He steepled his hands in front of his face as he leaned forward 
from behind the bar. 

“Alright. Hikaru, you pay Tengu what he asked for.” 

Hikaru started to protest, but Vasili cut him off. “With a haul of 
one hundred and twenty thousand pills that retail for anywhere from 
three thousand to thirty-five hundred yen, you should be able to clear 
three hundred million yen easy, even with bulk discounts for your 
suppliers. If you don’t clear that, consider the difference your tax for 
being stupid.” 

Hikaru gritted his teeth, but didn’t say anything. 

“As for your cousin and his associate, they go to Yamazaki-gumi.” 

“What? But they don’t even know yet—” 


“But they will. And when word gets back to them that the 
triggermen were associated with us, however loosely, price in blood 
will go up. By a lot.” 

“So why not just give them to me?” Tengu said. “I owe them for 
my man. He was a friend of mine.” 

Vasili shook his head. “No, they are owed this, and will expect 
nothing less. If this were internal matter, that would change things. 
But there’s peace between the organizations to consider. And besides, 
Hikaru, no offense to your cousin—I’m sure he is great guy—but he 
sounds like liability.” 

Hikaru was starting to look frantic. “But if you give him over, 
they’re going to—” 

“Look, I will talk to Michio myself,” Vasili said, referring to one of 
the higher-ranking members of the Yamazaki-gumi. “Ill explain 
situation, ask forgiveness. Maybe put in good word for your cousin. If 
nothing else, I will ask for quick death.” 

“And if they don’t agree?” Hikaru asked. 

Vasili shrugged. “That is their right.” 

This launched both Tengu and Hikaru into howls of protest, but 
Vasili noticed that Kameko had sidled up close to him. 

“We need to leave in three minutes if you want to make your next 
appointment,” she said, tapping her watch. 

Vasili nodded and turned back to his lieutenants, before loudly 
clapping his hands. “Alright, gentlemen, I really must be going. Ride 
down with me.” 

They all rode the elevator down largely in silence. The two 
lieutenants were both unhappy with the outcome but knew better 
than to argue. Vasili, for his part, didn’t feel great about it, but that 
came with the territory. Whenever possible, he tried to render a wise 
decision by finding the middle ground that would please everyone (or 
else leave everyone only slightly unhappy). But sometimes all you 
could do was split the baby and hope for the best. 

When they stepped outside, Jun already had the car 
waiting for them. 

“Alright, this is where I leave you,” Vasili said, bowing shallowly 
to each of them and turning towards his car. A hand grabbed his 
shoulder, and he turned to see Hikaru looking at him intently. 

“T know you’ve made your decision, but ’'m asking you one last 
time: please don’t do this. He’s my cousin. He’s young and stupid, 
don’t make him pay with his life.” 

Vasili regarded him coolly for a moment, then reached up to 
remove the hand from his shoulder. 

“Young and stupid are not excuses, they are weaknesses, liabilities. 
This is only way to please the Yamazaki-gumi. But if that was not 


necessary, I’d probably give him to Tengu.” 

He got in the car door that Kameko had opened for him. Only as 
the door was closing did he remember to add, “Sorry for your losses,” 
to the men standing on the curb. 

“These stupid fucking guys,” Vasili said once they were in motion. 
“What a fucking waste, all because they couldn’t make a few phone 
calls before pulling a job.” 


Chapter Twelve 


When Satoshi awoke the next evening, he could barely move the arm 
he had paddled to shore with. In fact, his entire body ached from the 
swim. Hisoka was gone; she had work tonight. Satoshi lay there in bed 
for a few minutes, not wanting to get up, but knowing he had to 
eventually. He had work to do. 

First he chewed up some aspirin and washed it down with a slug of 
cheap Suntory whiskey to try to take the edge off of the throbbing 
pain in his back and shoulder. He quickly dressed, throwing on his 
spare respirator and Demron overcoat, then set off into the night 
through the streets of Shibuya. It was drizzling lightly, which helped 
to cool the evening down a bit. Though it was still hot and muggy 
behind his respirator and face mask and under his heavy radiation- 
shielding Demron coat. 

They weighed about ten to fifteen pounds per jacket, which was a 
good deal of weight to be constantly shouldering. They had become 
all the rage since the ghost of the Fukushima Daiichi reactor had 
caught fire and begun burning, pumping out unknowable quantities of 
radiation. Radiation that would reach Tokyo when the winds were 
right. Now with the fog you never could tell if the air you were 
breathing was just full of particulate matter that would rip your throat 
and lungs to pieces, or dosed with enough radiation to give birth to a 
cancer in you. 

He walked down the hill from the Aoyama area where they lived, 
passed under the tracks of the Yamanote Line and came out into 
Shibuya Crossing, right by the Hachiko Entrance. The sight 
always overwhelmed him. 

Not just for the hundreds of people always milling about by the 
Hachiko statue or moving through the enormous intersection, but also 
because this part of the city was lit up brighter at night than it was in 
daytime, a result of the neon arms race waged on the buildings 
fronting the intersection. The massive advertising billboards aimed at 
the crossing now had to compete with several small blimps that 
constantly circled overhead. Ads blared from video billboards 
mounted on the blimps, just adding to the sensory overload. 

Satoshi took all of this in at a glance and pushed forward, through 
the massive intersection with its swarms of people and down through 


Center Street. He passed ramen shops and standing bars, bookstores 
that dealt exclusively in porno and comic books, restaurants, sex 
shops, and back alleys that contained more of the same, only seedier. 
He was surrounded on all sides by throngs of people all similarly 
attired in respirators and radiation-shielding jackets, save for a few 
brave souls willing to risk the fog. He felt the crush of people all 
around him, the added weight from his heavy jacket combining to 
make him feel even more claustrophobic. Plus, he still wasn’t used to 
seeing a sea of faces half-hidden behind respirators and eye masks 
over radiation-shielding overcoats. 

It didn’t help that the Center Street he remembered from his youth 
looked decidedly different now. He remembered coming here with 
Masa and their other friends when they were younger. Shibuya had 
been an amazing neon-drenched playground of bars and clubs where 
something was going on at all hours of the day. But lately it seemed 
different to him. Grimier. Whether the place had changed or just his 
perspective on it had, he couldn’t say. 

At the end of the street, he turned off onto a side street, then into 
another back alley, putting distance between himself and the glowing 
neon theme park that was Center Street. He started to breathe a little 
easier (even if it was still the same rubbery-tasting, filtered air from 
his mask) now that he was away from the crowds. He had arrived at 
his destination. 

He walked along a squat concrete building that looked abandoned, 
save for a row of filthy windows set at street level from which a 
yellowish glow emanated. In the middle of the building, there was a 
staircase carved out of concrete that led down to a black wooden door 
with a sign that read Frenchy’s Bar. He pushed the heavy door open 
and walked down the stairs. 

“Hola, Satoshi! Que pasa, man?” Frenchy called from behind the 
bar when he saw him enter. 

Same old Frenchy’s, with its bare concrete walls, crude wooden 
furniture handmade from cheap wood and repurposed packing crates, 
and long bar set against one entire wall. Same old Frenchy too, 
Satoshi thought as he removed his respirator and smiled at the 
heavyset, dark-complexioned man behind the bar sporting a bushy 
mustache and cowboy hat. Satoshi thought he looked like the villain 
from an old American Western movie, or maybe the cartoon logo for a 
brand of Tex-Mex food. 

“How are you, Frenchy?” 

Satoshi sidled up to the bar next to some Caucasians who had 
clearly been drinking for some time. 

“Eh, not so bad,” Frenchy said, already pouring out two shots of 
tequila. It was an unwritten rule that regulars had to do a shot of 


tequila with Frenchy upon arriving. Yet Satoshi had never seen 
Frenchy really drunk. They clinked glasses and downed their shots, 
Satoshi chasing his with a lime. 

“Wait, you’re Frenchy?” slurred one of the drunk guys next to 
them. “Why do they call you that?” 

“Because I’m Mexican,” Frenchy said without a trace of irony. The 
guy looked like he had more questions, but instead he turned back to 
his friends. 

“Hey, is your better half around tonight?” Satoshi asked, switching 
to Japanese. 

“Fuck you. And yeah, Ryu’s in back. What do you need?” 

“Gotta ask him something.” 

“As usual. Say, man, you alright? You look like shit.” 

“Thanks. Got a lot on my mind, I guess.” 

Just then Ryu appeared, hauling a quarter keg out from the back. 
Satoshi nodded to him, and after he finished wrestling the keg in 
place, Ryu came over. 

For a skinny guy, Ryu was surprisingly strong. Unexpectedly 
strong, even, given his stick arms. Which was probably why he also 
moonlighted as a bouncer at Last Resort, an after-hours nightclub. The 
guys who ended up picking themselves up off the pavement from the 
alley behind the club with a broken nose or a dislocated shoulder 
never saw it coming from Ryu. Being the bouncer and sometimes 
bartender/drug dealer at a major club in Shibuya meant Ryu knew 
everything about everyone’s business. Sometimes before they even 
knew themselves. 

“What’s up, Satoshi?” Ryu said. “You alright? Heard you had a 
little trouble on your boat ride the other day.” 

“How the fuck do you know that already?” 

“T hear things.” 

“Tll bet. You have a minute to talk? I’m buying.” 

Ryu looked to Frenchy, who nodded. Satoshi and Ryu retired to a 
table with a tall bottle of Sapporo and two glasses. Satoshi outlined 
his problem for Ryu. 

“Well,” Ryu said after much careful thought and analysis, “seems 
like you’re pretty much fucked.” 

Satoshi sighed. “Kinda hoping you’d have something more for me 
there.” 

“What do you want me to say? If Vasili gave you an order, you 
better fucking do it. You know how this works.” 

“He also gave me the option to pay him back. So I was wondering 
if you had heard of any get-rich-quick schemes that might be out 
there.” 

“Well, there are always things floating around, but none 


that are easy.” 

“Like tracking down Masa and bringing him in _ alive 
would be easy?” 

“True. Is that why you’re looking for an out here, because you’re 
afraid of Masa?” 

Satoshi looked down at the table for a while without answering. 

Ryu held both hands up apologetically. “I mean, no offense if you 
are! Hell, that guy scares the shit out of me, too. I mean, just the other 
day I heard—” 

“Tt’s not that,” Satoshi said. “He and I go back a long way. And 
while we’ve drifted apart, I still don’t feel comfortable doing 
him like that.” 

“Yeah, plus the rumors I’ve heard on that guy ... I mean, holy shit, 
you’re almost better off doing anything else.” 

Satoshi just nodded. “Right, so speaking of anything else ... what 
have you got for me?” 

“Well, I’ve heard about a few things. One might fit the bill, if you 
don’t mind getting your hands dirty.” 

“T don’t mind getting my hands dirty. So long as it’s just dirt and 
not blood.” 

“Sure, I guess that’s possible. If you plan it right. Won’t be easy, 
though. I mean, you’re going to need a disciplined crew with the right 
gear, and that alone is going to—” 

“Would you just tell me what it is already?” 

So he did. 

Now it was Satoshi’s turn to be philosophical. “Fuck me. That’s 
impossible.” 

“Not impossible, just difficult. And if your only other option is to 
go after Masa, difficult is the easy way.” 


Vasili felt like a fool, standing out in the drizzling rain under a slate- 
gray sky, holding a green plastic phone receiver against his ear and 
listening to the other side ring and ring. He tried to reach his fixer at 
the Port of Guangzhou several more times throughout the day, each 
one equally unsuccessful. Strange, his contact Wu Lin was usually 
good about keeping in contact. But then again, his packages usually 
didn’t explode en route, so things had probably gotten fucked up 
somewhere along the way. 

If he didn’t get through to him soon, he’d have to send some 
people over to sort the matter out. Just another problem to solve, 
another blown gasket in the machine gumming up the works further 


down the line. 

Later, in his office in Club Hyperion, he was working on some 
paperwork when Jun walked into his office with the faintest trace of a 
smile on his lips. It was the closest his normally stone-faced assistant 
ever got to smiling. 

“What?” Vasili said. 

“Did you see the news tonight?” 

“No.” 

“They talked about the financial scandal for a while, followed by a 
lengthy progress report on the Greater Kanto Barrier. The last piece 
was a hard-hitting exposé on the best facial soaps for each skin type.” 

“Good. Glad to see they’re covering important news now. I need 
you to get in touch with Arekusuandaa’s widow. Find out when the 
funeral will be so we can pay our respects.” 

“There’s to be a funeral?” Jun asked. “But wasn’t he already 
cremated?” 

Vasili looked up at him. “I can never tell if you make joke, or are 
serious.” 

“Yeah, I think I got that from you. But why a funeral for him after 
he went behind your back?” 

“Don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t piss on that traitor to put him out. 
But we still have obligation to his family.” 

“How so?” Jun asked. 

“We don’t owe him anything, not anymore. But his wife, his 
family, they did nothing wrong. They need to be taken care of.” 

“Fair enough.” 

“Besides, far as anyone knows, he took his life of his own accord 
for the Kaisha. Is lie, but is lie we must make people believe.” 

Jun nodded. A flash of motion caught his eye from the doorway as 
Kameko flew into the room. 

“Something you need to hear,” Kameko said, approaching her boss. 
“Tetsuo was found murdered.” 

“Tetsuo ... our Tetsuo?” Vasili said. 

“Yeah. They found his body in some abandoned warehouse out on 
Tsukishima. He was strangled, then gutted, as if the serial killer had 
done it. Or it was meant to look that way.” 

Vasili closed his eyes. Not Tetsuo. Not now. He felt the others’ 
eyes upon him. 

“How do you intend to respond?” 

“With war. With calculated fury and measured rage.” He thought 
for a moment. “I want you to find out who replaced Suga as lead 
detective on serial killer case. I know is not one of ours. We may need 
to pay him a visit sometime soon.” 

Once his assistants were gone, Vasili walked over to the large 


windows extending the length of his office and peered out. He saw 
soot-caked skyscrapers, squat tenements, traffic lights, concrete, glass, 
metal, and wood stretching out for miles in every direction under the 
darkening sky. He saw a million places for invisible enemies to hide, 
lurk, and wait for their opportunity, where they could peer out from 
behind cracks and crevices in this urban jungle to take their 
shot at him. 
The siege had started. 


Chapter Thirteen 


The next day, Satoshi went to visit his mother. The sense of guilt 
telling him it had been too long was overpowering by this point, 
prompting him to go. Since her train line had been largely submerged 
a few years back, Satoshi elected to ride the Kawasaki Ninja he used 
to cut through the city’s congested streets. 

“Oh,” she said upon opening the door. 

“Hi, Ma.” 

She waved him in as she retreated back into her apartment. 

“T got you something,” Satoshi said, taking the bottle of pills out 
and tossing it to her. 

“My fludarabine?” she asked, picking up the bottle. “Oh, no. This 
is FR. Don’t they have FC? This stuff upsets my stomach.” 

“Sorry, best I can do right now. Looks like there might be a 
shortage of medication for the time being.” 

“T heard something about that. Some terrorists bombed a ship in 
Tokyo Bay, killed a whole bunch of people.” 

As she spoke, his mother walked over to a window that looked 
directly into a brick wall from the building several feet away. 

Satoshi just nodded. “Yeah, I heard something about that.” 

“Did you know them?” she asked, her tone sharper than before. 
“The men on the ship? Were they friends, or brothers, of yours?” She 
lit the end of a cigarette and blew smoke out the window. 

“T ... no, Ma, I didn’t know those guys. I wish you wouldn’t 
smoke.” 

“Why not?” his mother asked. “I’ve already got cancer.” 

As she spoke, she slowly exhaled a second puff of smoke from her 
nostrils that hung in the air between them. 

He was so used to speaking in English for syndicate business that 
when he spoke in Japanese, the nuances of the language sometimes 
caught him off guard. None more so than the phrase for contracting 
cancer. In Japanese, the phrase literally means “to become cancer.” 
And sitting there now, watching his mother through the blue haze of 
cigarette smoke hanging in the air between them, he saw the brutal 
honesty of the phrase. His mother truly had become cancer. It had 
suffused throughout her so thoroughly that cancer was all that was 
left of the woman. 


Things that should have died within her had stayed alive, 
metastasizing until they had taken on a life of their own. Just as 
cancer hijacked the body’s own processes and turned them against it, 
his mother’s sadness had hijacked her, throwing everything about her 
out of balance. It had hollowed her out a long time ago, leaving just a 
husk of the former host. His mother had died a long time ago, when 
his father had disappeared. All that was left was just tissue that was 
living without sentience, an organism just going through the motions. 

It got to a point when Satoshi realized she would never be whole 
again. This was when he was in high school, when he’d come home to 
find a third eviction notice on the door. He’d told his mother, but if it 
registered in the brain behind her glassy eyes, he couldn’t tell. He’d 
left home that night with his baby sister crying in the next room, and 
hadn’t come back for two nights. 

When he had creeped back, he’d had a black eye, raw knuckles, 
and enough crumpled, dirty bills to pay their rent. It was nearly four 
in the morning, but she had been awake, waiting for him in the same 
chair she sat in now. He’d handed her the money without saying a 
word and gone to bed, so tired he’d slept right through her sobbing in 
the next room. 

He’d quit school soon after. He had to—he had a family to support. 
And the only way to do it was by walking the Path. He’d never looked 
back, couldn’t afford to. Since then, his mother never asked where the 
money came from, and he never told her. But she knew. 

“Even with cancer, some people can live for years with treatment. 
Why bother with the meds if you’re just going to sabotage yourself?” 

“T’ve already got a life sentence. Let me at least enjoy some small 
pleasures as I die.” Another exhalation. “But how are you doing?” 

“Not great, actually. Something I wanted to ask you, something 
work-related—” 

“J don’t want to hear it,” his mother said, cutting him off 
immediately. 

“Tt’s personal, too. It’s about Masa.” 

“What about him?” 

“They want me to find him and ... turn him in.” 

“To the police?” 

“To the authorities, yes.” 

Satoshi didn’t like lying to his mother. He felt satisfied that this 
phrasing was close enough to the truth that it didn’t technically count 
as a lie. 

“You would do that to your old friend?” 

“T don’t know. I might not have a choice in the matter.” 

“But you were so close. We could hardly have a meal as a family 
without him tagging along.” 


Satoshi didn’t respond. 

“T almost grew fond of the insolent little shit,” his mother said with 
a rueful smile that faded as her eyes came into focus on Satoshi. 
“What do they want him for?” 

“T don’t know.” 

“You don’t know what he did, yet you’re going to turn him in? 
You’re going to side against your friend?” 

“IT... I might not have a choice. He ... they have all 
the power here.” 

“Yow’re worried about the police? You’ve spent more of your life 
on the Path than off it. Now you’re just going to turn on one of your 
brothers like that? Isn’t solidarity one of your core principles, or 
whatever?” 

Satoshi was taken aback. She had never before acknowledged what 
he did. What he was. It took him a moment to respond. 

“T didn’t know you cared so much for the Path’s code.” 

“T don’t care about any of that nonsense. That bullshit gangster 
chivalry is probably what did your father in. I just know that Masa 
always worshipped you, idolized you, even. You kept him safe, 
remember?” 

“He’s changed, Ma. He can be violent, dangerous. We don’t see 
each other much anymore.” 

“And now that he’s not close, you’re going to cut him loose, eh?” 
She finished her cigarette and stubbed it out in the ashtray in front of 
her. “Doesn’t sound like you, Satoshi. Maybe he changed, but you’re 
practically brothers. What kind of man walks away from that bond? 
What kind of man did I raise?” 

You didn’t raise me, you abandoned me to raise myself. It’s part of the 
reason I’m where I am now. 

As much as he wanted to spit invective at his mother, he found 
that he couldn’t. Something stopped him from saying what he was 
really thinking. 

“One without a whole lot of options,” is all he said instead. 


Satoshi left his mother’s place a little while later. He began walking 
through the old neighborhood, less out of a feeling of nostalgia, and 
more from pure aimlessness as he considered his options. 

And while he didn’t find Masa himself, he saw traces of him 
everywhere. It was like images had been seared into the landmarks 
that dotted their past, like shadows left from a flashbulb. The 
convenience store where they used to spend hours reading manga 


books because they were too poor to actually buy them. The back 
alleys they would lead customers down to furtively swap cash for 
product. The abandoned lofts where Masa would hole up for weeks at 
a time when his dad was on a bender. At each spot, Satoshi could still 
make out traces of the kids they had been. The memories lingered in 
the air as if they were almost tangible. 

At one point, Satoshi walked by a playground that looked familiar. 
It took him a few moments to realize why, and when he did, the scene 
began playing out in front of him. 

He saw a young boy duck into the park and begin tearing through 
it, three older boys close on his heels. They caught him right inside 
the entrance. The boy being chased put up a brief struggle, throwing 
loopy haymakers and a few weak jabs that either failed to connect or 
didn’t do much when they did. He was soon overwhelmed. The others 
surrounded him and began whaling on him, their fists make flat 
packing noises as they rained down on his body, face, and upturned 
hands. The only other sounds were the grunted protests from the boy 
being beaten and the cruel taunts of his tormentors. 

Then a glass bottle shot down out of a nearby tree, as if thrown 
straight down with great force. At that, the four boys stopped, turned, 
and looked at the tree. Satoshi looked too, as he watched himself jump 
down out of it. 

He regarded the vision of his former self there as he stood looking 
at the other boys. Satoshi saw a tall, gaunt scarecrow of a boy. Even as 
he watched the others, he still had a faraway look in his eyes. His face 
was bruised, with one eye blackened. There was a trail of blood down 
his white shirt. 

Young Satoshi took a last drag on the joint he had been smoking 
up in the tree and flicked it away. He never took his eyes off the 
others. 

“Fuck off,” was all he said. 

“Fuck you, Satoshi,” one of the boys on top said. “What’s 
it to you?” 

Satoshi took a step closer. “Up.” 

The boys exchanged a glance but stood up. The one they had been 
beating on scooted away but didn’t get up. 

“Good. Now fuck off.” 

“Why don’t you fucking—” 

That was as far as the ringleader got before Satoshi drove a fist 
into his gut that knocked the wind out of him and brought him to his 
knees. Then he brought an elbow down on his forehead that split the 
skin open above one eye. The other two stared in mute horror at the 
blood gushing from their howling leader. One backed away, the other 
charged Satoshi. Satoshi laid him out with a perfectly timed hook that 


sent the boy sprawling. He turned to the third. 

“Pick them up. And fuck. Off.” 

They did as they were told, turning back occasionally as they 
hobbled towards the park’s exit. Satoshi glanced back down at the boy 
on the ground and walked over to him. The boy held a hand out. 

“Thanks for that. They—” 

Satoshi roughly dragged the small boy to his feet. Then he pushed 
him hard in the chest, nearly sending him sprawling again. 

“Hit me.” 

“What? I—” 

Satoshi pushed him again. 

“Hit me!” 

The boy’s face crumpled, and he looked like he was going to cry. 
He sniffled a few times as he tried backing away. Satoshi stayed on 
him. Finally, backed up against a tree, the boy threw a sloppy 
roundhouse in the direction of Satoshi’s head. Satoshi caught the boy’s 
balled fist in his hand and held it. 

“With your leg.” 

“What?” 

“Punch with your leg. That’s how you get power. Like this.” 

Satoshi went up on the ball of his right foot, which he tilted out at 
a ninety-degree angle. He threw a punch slowly, pointing at his knee, 
which he dropped forward as he followed through with the punch. He 
did it again, this time showing him how to rotate the shoulder. Then 
again, faster. Then again at full speed. He held up the palm 
of his hand. 

“You do it. Like I showed you. None of this haymaker shit.” 

The boy tried it. His first few missed or glanced off Satoshi’s hand. 
Satoshi corrected his form. The next few glanced off his hand too, 
until he landed one with power. 

“Good. Keep your guard up with your other hand like this. A hook 
is the same principle. Drop the knee and pivot on your foot, but with 
more of an upper-body twist ...” 

Satoshi stood there watching his younger self as he drilled the 
other boy around the playground until finally they were both 
exhausted and sat swinging slowly on the swings. 

“What were they after you for?” Satoshi asked the boy. 

“T don’t know. They’re always picking on me.” 

“You didn’t do anything to them? It’s not the first time I’ve seen 
you take a beating.” 

“T didn’t do anything to them. I don’t do anything to my dad, 
either, but he still beats me.” The boy sniffled. “What about you? 
What happened to you?” he said, motioning towards Satoshi’s bloody 
shirt and bruised face. 


“One of my customers turned violent. Tried to take my stash.” 

“Did he?” 

“Almost. Junkies’ll turn on you sometimes, if you’re not careful.” 

“You deal?” 

“Yeah. Have to. I’m Satoshi, by the way.” 

“My name’s Masa.” 

Satoshi watched the two of them as they sat swinging idly on the 
swing set. He remembered the feeling of pity mixed with sadness he 
felt for the boy back then. It was what had led him to say yes when 
Masa asked to meet up again later, which soon turned into a 
friendship between the two. 

Now, Satoshi shook his head to clear it and moved on. He really 
needed to cut back on the Dextro-MXE. It was making him see things 
that weren’t there anymore. 


Chapter Fourteen 


By the time Mei made it up to her fifth-floor apartment, her respirator 
mask was fogged up. Her arms were aching from the heavy case files 
she had dragged home through the crush of the subway. She 
awkwardly fumbled with her keys while holding the papers up to let 
herself into her tiny apartment. 

About to lose her case files, she hurried over the faux-hardwood 
floors to dump them onto her kitchen table. She reached for a bottle 
of gin that was on the shelf. But even though it was Friday night and 
her body demanded a drink, she couldn’t let herself have one just yet. 
She took out the coffee instead. 

She had already canceled her plans to meet up with Akiko and her 
other friends. They didn’t even sound surprised anymore when she 
canceled on them. While her coffee brewed, she quickly microwaved a 
packaged dinner from the refrigerator and ate. She hadn’t eaten since 
breakfast, and from what she had gleaned so far, she knew she didn’t 
want to be eating as she read the case file. Her meal finished, she 
poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down at the table. 

A perfectly shit ending to an absolutely horrible week, she thought as 
she opened the folder. 

Victim number one: Hiroshi Sato; twenty-nine years old. Little 
information had been dug up on him, but if he had been working a 
legitimate job, he’d hid it well. Presumed to be a low-level street 
dealer whose last known residence was a tiny apartment 
in Kawasaki City. 

Cause of death was strangulation, with bruising indicative of a 
wire garrote and ligature wounds around the wrists indicating that he 
had been restrained prior to strangulation. His eyes, lungs, liver, and 
gallbladder had been removed. This mutilation had been performed 
after death, judging from the relative lack of blood loss. The body had 
been found in a construction site for a new aboveground rail line in a 
corner of Yoyogi Park on April eighth, during a photo-op staged by 
the governor’s office. 

This had clearly been carefully planned and executed for maximum 
exposure, and it had worked like a charm. Not only had the governor 
essentially declared war on the killer, but the story had been front- 
page news for four days straight. Everyone knew about it, and 


everyone was afraid. 

Victim number two: Alyona Petrov; twenty-four years old. Arrived 
in Tokyo from Russia on a three-month tourist visa, which she had 
overstayed by roughly one month. No luck so far in finding out where 
she had been staying. Efforts were still being made to contact her 
next of kin. 

Like the first victim, death was by strangulation, though in her 
case her windpipe had been crushed. She had had sexual intercourse 
several hours before her death, but no signs of assault. Similar ligature 
wounds indicated that she had been bound. Her gallbladder, kidneys, 
lungs, liver, and heart had been removed. What was left of her had 
been unceremoniously dumped in a crumpled heap in the backstreets 
several blocks from Shibuya Station. 

Victim number three: Detective Takeshi Suga; forty-four years old. 
Former lead investigator in the serial killer case, and (according to 
colleagues) a consummate and devoted media whore. This one was 
most likely provocation, showing the police just what the killer was 
capable of. Or it might have been done in retaliation for Suga’s 
frequent grandstanding about the case to the media and his assurances 
that justice would be swift. Either way, the discovery of his body had 
unleashed a storm of media coverage and crippling public fear. 

His body had the same ligature wounds, indicating that he had 
been bound before being killed. He also had the same internal organs 
removed as the second victim, though in this case, the lack of bruising 
around the neck and extensive blood loss indicated that his heart had 
still been beating when he had been sliced open. The only drug found 
in his system was ibuprofen, indicating that his was not a painless 
death under anesthesia. No, this was meant to send a message. 

Victim number four: Tetsuo Kobayashi; thirty-nine years old. 
Prominent labor union leader in the construction industry, suspected 
of having ties to organized crime (this caught Mei’s attention). 

Found in an abandoned factory on Tsukishima Island. He had been 
strangled like the others, and the body had been eviscerated. But 
according to the ME’s initial estimate, the internal organs had been 
left intact. Strong possibility that another victim or two had been 
killed and removed from the scene, or that a fight had occurred and 
the killer had been badly wounded. 

Next she read through the coverage of the case thus far—not 
because she thought it would contain any additional details, but to 
familiarize herself with what the press was saying. If she would have 
to run press conferences on this case (an idea that made her skin 
crawl), she wanted to know the narratives and angles the press was 
pushing. 

Her job as a police officer had made her wary of the media, but 


even she was surprised by how they were reporting the case. Once a 
pattern had been established and some of the grislier details had been 
released, the reporting had taken on a distinctly tabloid feel. 
Headlines blared about death cults targeting victims for dark rituals, 
while others screamed about a lone psycho mutilating corpses for 
their own twisted reasons. Mei quickly grew tired of the coverage and 
dumped the papers in the recycle bin. 

When she finally finished for the night, Mei felt somewhat queasy. 
For all her studying, she had learned more about what had happened 
to the bodies of these people than she had learned about who they 
were before. Not that it mattered, she supposed, but on some level she 
didn’t like the idea of breaking them down merely to hunks of meat 
with evidence in, on, and around them. 

But then, that’s the job, she thought as she reached for that 
bottle of gin. 


Chapter Fifteen 


After his social visit on his mother, Satoshi made some calls and then 
hopped in a cab down to the dockside area of Minato Ward. He got 
out several blocks from his destination and walked the rest of the way, 
just in case anyone was keeping track. There he met a man who was 
waiting in the office behind a warehouse. The man flicked a set of 
keys his way. 

“White van, second on the left. Have it back by first shift Monday 
morning,” he said, getting to his feet. 

“Tt’s already loaded?” 

“Yup, three hundred pounds of the stuff.” 

Satoshi nodded and walked on by. He heaved himself up into the 
driver’s seat and checked that his cargo was all there. Then he took 
out his phone and dialed the Toymaker. 

“Yeah, it’s Satoshi. Where are you tonight? ... What office number? 
... Okay, on my way.” 

He put the van in gear and drove off. Before long, he arrived at a 
nondescript office building and pulled off down a back alley behind 
his destination. He saw the Toymaker’s assistant emerge from the 
shadows, barring his path. 

The Toymaker was a former 3-D printing specialist and fabricator 
now under permanent contract with Vasili to produce his crews’ 
weaponry. Not many people knew his actual name, as he usually 
insisted on being called Professor. He would commandeer an office of 
Vasili’s legit businesses and use it as his laboratory for the night. This 
method had initially been suggested by the Toymaker himself, owing 
to his crippling paranoia about pretty much everything. 

This itinerant fly-by-night operation was largely believed to be the 
cause of an explosion that had taken out the copier room and most of 
the break room at one of Vasili’s lending operations. For his part, the 
Toymaker vehemently denied all involvement, despite the story his 
singed eyebrows told. 

He worked with a crew of one: a big black guy named Jeremy. 
How those two had gotten hooked up was a mystery to Satoshi, but he 
never saw one without the other close by. And judging by the 
Toymaker’s interesting use of language of late, it seemed like the two 
of them had struck up a friendship. Because while the Toymaker still 


talked like a college professor, he sprinkled it with liberal doses of 
street slang. 

As Satoshi maneuvered the van down the tight alley, Jeremy 
guided him in, holding up a hand to stop when he was in far enough. 

““Sup, dawg,” Jeremy said when Satoshi got down from the van. 

“How’s it going? I’m Satoshi. I’m normally with Tengu’s crew.” 

“I remember you. Heard you were coming.” He held a closed fist 
out for a bump, which Satoshi returned. 

“Alright. Think you can give me a hand carrying this shit up to 
your boss?” Satoshi asked, motioning towards the heavy boxes in the 
back of the truck. 

“No, but I can give you a hand by watching it down here.” 

“Come on, man, just—” 

“Orders, man. I don’t leave the entrance till he calls me up.” 

“Fair enough.” 

Satoshi loaded a dolly he found in the back of the truck and 
wheeled the boxes to the elevator, huffing from the exertion. 

The office was mostly dark; the only light came from an 
incandescent blue glow emanating from one corner, which illuminated 
a short academic type. The hair remaining on his balding scalp was 
close-cropped, while the wrinkled skin of his face spoke to his 
advanced age. Every time Satoshi had seen the man, he was always 
wearing a blue jumpsuit, like what a janitor would wear. He looked 
up from the computer he was working on and watched Satoshi 
approach. 

““Sup, dawg,” he said when Satoshi dumped the boxes by him, 
holding his fist out. “Pound it out.” 

Satoshi smiled and obliged. “How you doing?” 

“Alright, alright,” the man said. “Perfect timing. I’m just finishing 
the first run. Just about cleaned out my powder.” 

“Well, got three hundred pounds here for you,” Satoshi said, 
patting the top box. 

“Tight. Just firing up the printer for a last pass.” 

Satoshi walked over to the 3-D printer that had been set up on one 
of the tables and peered inside. It was roughly the size and shape of 
an oven. Up top it had a glass window he could look into, below 
which was a cabinet that was roughly two feet tall. It was hooked up 
to the laptop that the Toymaker was currently hunched over. 

Inside, Satoshi could see several pieces of metal that were half- 
submerged in a fine-grain powder. He heard a whirring sound and saw 
the tray containing the metal and the powder sink. Then an arm that 
had been recessed on one side of the process chamber came out, 
smoothing powder over top of the metal pieces until they were 
completely covered. 


“Check this out,” the Toymaker said. 

A shower of sparks erupted from the powder atop where one of the 
metal pieces was located. There was no visible laser from the top, just 
a flowering of sparks that traced an outline above the piece until the 
steel powder had been fused into solid metal with the lower layers. 
This process was repeated a number of times before the bed lowered 
itself and the arm pushed a fresh layer of powder over top. 

“You make the bullets too, right?” 

“Yup, full-service weapons shop. Oh, speaking of weapons. Vasili 
said you’ve got a blank check to cash, so take whatever you like. You 
best step correct if you’re going after Masa.” 

“Why’s that?” Satoshi asked. 

“He picked up some pretty heavy gear for some hush-hush job 
Vasili put him on. I mean, we’re talking heavy artillery. I wasn’t 
entirely comfortable giving him that much iron, but the order came 
from the big man himself, so I wasn’t about to give no static. Not sure 
what he did with it to earn a bounty.” 

“Vasili didn’t mention anything about that to me.” 

“Tt’s about time if you ask me,” the Toymaker said, his eyes fixed 
on the printer. “Masa’s been let off the leash for too long. You’d be 
doing everyone a favor by putting that mad dog down. Too much 
beefing, too many bodies on that boy.” 

“Fuck’s sake, man, you talk about him like he was Ichiro the 
Strangler or something.” 

“Well, Ichiro might have been a cold-blooded murderer, but at 
least he got shit done. That whole Ginza land development deal 
was all him.” 

“Look, I don’t want to talk—” 

“Print’s done.” 

The Toymaker began pulling the printed pieces from the thin layer 
of metal powder still on the bed with tweezers and placing them on a 
nearby rack. They looked like firing chambers to Satoshi, but he was 
no expert on making guns. Just using them. 

“Yo, do me a solid and help me reload this bitch.” 

As the Toymaker said this, he called up another design on his print 
software and calibrated the machine. Satoshi dutifully heaved up the 
first box and walked it over to the printer. 

“Hatch on the top. Just pour it in, the machine will take care 
of the rest.” 

Satoshi did as he was told. 

“T guess it’s to be expected, though. You’re gonna have people like 
that in every crowd, more so in a place like this. That perpetual fog, 
makes people crazy. Then the Rot sets in.” 

Satoshi really didn’t want to be talking about this. He sighed. 


“The Rot? Come on, isn’t that shit just urban legend? You really 
believe in that?” 

“T believe in mental illness, shit yeah, I do. It can be exacerbated 
by prolonged deprivation of sunlight, and the constant fear of 
radiation, and smog, a lack of Vitamin D, and who knows what else in 
the air out there. Makes sane people mad and mad people dangerous. 
Call it what you want, but I absolutely believe it’s real.” 

The Rot was one of the more prominent of the urban myths and 
legends that had taken root in the people’s minds soon after the fog 
had covered the city and stayed. Depending on who you asked, the 
Rot was either the physical toll enacted on the crumbling 
infrastructure as a result of the increased moisture from the water in 
the abandoned underground lines and water channels crisscrossing the 
city, or the toll the permanent fog took on people’s health and well- 
being. Cancer. Asthma. Lethargy. Cognitive deterioration. 

Or to hear others tell it, the Rot was entirely in the mind. It was 
the mix of anxiety, depression, and lack of motivation caused by the 
permanent twilight shrouding the city. Plus the aggression and 
irritability it had produced in quite a few people. For some, the Rot 
took on near-mythic status as an explanation for everything wrong 
with the city. Satoshi thought it was just bullshit. Just another name 
for the ugliness that was already inside people. 

“Alright. Well, unless you need anything else, I'd like to head off. 
Maybe see my girlfriend for a change.” 

“Sure thing, dawg, wouldn’t want to keep you from yo’ shorty. 
Let’s see that hardware list.” 

Satoshi handed him his shopping list. 

“Explosive charges?” the Toymaker asked, raising a single bushy 
eyebrow. “These are for punching through metal. Best not be using 
them on nobody. Even if we are talking about Masa here.” 

“Those are for another job.” 

“Aight. Grab those from Jeremy on your way out. And good 
luck to you.” 

Satoshi nodded as he headed out. 

Back on the street, Jeremy whistled in appreciation as he 
perused the list. 

“Damn, that’s quite an order. You trying to kill a tank or 
something?” 

“Something like that.” 


It was nearly one in the morning by the time Satoshi returned the van 


and caught a cab back home. He entered the apartment with a 
lopsided gait, a heavy duffel straining the thin strap slung over one 
shoulder. There he saw Hisoka curled up on the sofa, watching a game 
show that involved a lot of shrieking. 

“Sorry I’m late.” 

He closed the door behind him and went to dump the small arsenal 
he was carrying in the nearest closet. 

“But tonight’s date night!” she pouted. “I don’t get another night 
off for a week!” 

“T know, I’m sorry. Lots to take care of with work.” He went to sit 
next to her. 

“You work too hard.” 

“Tell me about it.” 

“Hungry? I made a stir-fry. It’s mostly ready, I just need to 
finish it up.” 

“You haven’t eaten yet?” 

“T wanted to wait for you.” 

He smiled sheepishly, feeling like an asshole, then gave her a kiss 
on the forehead. “Sorry to keep you waiting, I’ll help get it ready.” 

They got up from the couch and headed for the kitchen. It was a 
decent size for Japan, but still somewhat cramped for two people 
cooking at the same time. 

“Can you turn the burner on medium and start heating it up?” she 
asked, peering into the refrigerator. 

“Sure. What are you looking for?” 

“T made some kinpira too. Oh! And I got some cakes from that new 
bakery that opened up on Meiji Street.” 

When she came over to set the kinpira down on the counter next to 
the burner, he put his arms around her and hugged her from behind. 
It was still early yet, but he could already feel her belly filling out. 

“Cakes, huh?” he said, giving her belly a pat. “Aren’t you already 
starting to get a little chubby there, debu?” 

Still in his arms, she turned to look at him in mock outrage. “Debu? 
Oh, and whose fault is that? If you knew how to keep that sword of 
yours in its sheath, I wouldn’t be filling out like this.” 

“Well, you can’t blame a master swordsman for knowing how to 
wield his instrument,” he said, imitating the serious tone used by the 
stoic samurai who was the star of a popular period drama. 

“A master swordsman?” Hisoka asked, giggling to herself. 

“Careful, now. I’ve been compared to Zatoichi before, on account 
of my swordsmanship.” He grinned as he pulled her close. 

“Really? You sure it’s not because you have trouble getting it in 
when it’s dark?” 

“Oh, that only happened, like, once ... like, a couple of times. And 


only when I was drunk!” 

“Sure, sure,” she said, drawing into his arms. 

They began to kiss, slowly at first and then with greater intensity. 
Before long, he picked her up and began carry-walking her towards 
the bedroom. 

“The stove!” she cried out with a giggle. 

He turned and did his awkward walk-shuffle with her still in his 
arms back to the stove, flicking it off with one hand before turning 
back to the bedroom. 


Afterward, Satoshi lay on top of a tangle of sheets, with Hisoka half- 
draped over top of him. She was tracing her hand over the tattoos that 
covered most of his chest and stomach. 

“IT wish you didn’t have these,” she said for possibly the dozenth 
time in their relationship. 

His ink extended from his shoulder around to his chest and down 
to just above his wrists on both sides, with just a band down the 
center of his chest left uninked. Both sides featured intricately detailed 
black-and-white designs that consisted largely of waves, flowers, and 
other traditional patterns. These were punctuated throughout by 
flashes of lush color rendering gorgeous images: an orange carp 
jumping from the waves, a vibrant image of a bosatsu, or Buddhist 
saint, a yellow-eyed demon with a red face grinning from his 
shoulder. 

Satoshi sighed. “You know I can’t just—” 

“T know, I know. I’m just saying,” she said, propping her head up 
on his chest to look at him. “You got yours with Masa, right?” 

“Yeah. Most of them, anyway. We pretty much started on the Path 
together.” 

“T know.” She paused. “So ... have you decided what you’re going 
to do about that?” 

Satoshi looked up towards the ceiling. “I ... might have another 
way to get the money together.” 

“Ts it dangerous?” 

Satoshi hesitated. No use lying. “Yeah, could be. But no more 
dangerous than going after Masa.” 

“T know you don’t like to talk about it. But what happened there? 
Between you two, I mean.” 

“Let’s talk about something else, if we can.” Satoshi had been 
beating his head against this problem since The Rock had dropped it 
on him. He wanted to just forget about it for a while. 


“Sure. Oh, I signed us up for that couples’ prenatal class. It starts 
next Wednesday.” 

“Are you nervous?” Because Satoshi sure as shit was. 

“About the class? No it’s mostly just couples’ exercises, breathing 
drills, stuff like that.” 

“No, I mean about having the baby,” Satoshi clarified. 

“Oh. Well, sort of. Mostly just giving birth. I think I’ve got 
everything after that taken care of.” 

“Yeah, you’ve worked at that pediatric ward for what, 
two years now?” 

“Almost three. So I know what to do once it’s born.” 

Satoshi smiled. “You’ll be fine. I’m sure you'll make a great mom.” 

Satoshi could feel her slow, rhythmic breathing on his neck. She 
sounded like she was getting drowsy. Satoshi was struggling to stay 
awake himself. 

“Why don’t you like my tattoos?” Satoshi asked sleepily after a few 
moments. 

Hisoka nestled her face against his neck, above where his tattoo 
ended. 

“They make your skin cold.” 


Chapter Sixteen 


Mei had spent the better part of a gloomy Sunday reading up on serial 
killer psychology. After skimming most of one book, she was 
convinced that their killer was taking the organs as trophies. Possibly 
even feeding on them as a way of symbolically consuming his victims. 
Her opinion changed after reading part of a second book, which made 
her think that the mutilation was part of a ritualistic sacrifice. It could 
even be an offering to an imaginary being or entity (likely the result 
of a psychosis or psychotic break) that urged the serial killer to 
murder. Her online research introduced her to the complicated, 
confusing, and batshit insane belief system of some of the more 
bizarre underground cults found in and below Tokyo. But after 
reading a third book, she was convinced that ... 

Fuck it, she thought, throwing the book down. They were just 
making her more confused and leading her in circles. She wasn’t going 
to figure this guy out just by reading some textbooks and pop- 
psychology books. It was going to come down to thorough police work 
and a careful examination of the evidence. They had to go over 
everything with a fine-tooth comb in the hopes that he had slipped up 
and revealed something about himself somewhere. Tomorrow she 
would confer with the team over next steps. 

But first she had to go see her father. She glanced at the wall clock, 
then instantly sprang to her feet, unleashing a torrent of expletives. 
She was late. Again. She tore off her sweatshirt and track pants and 
practically dove into the shower before rushing out the door in 
minutes while pulling her respirator into place. Then it was bus, 
subway, bus, and soon she was hurrying towards his house. 

Her father lived near Heiwadai Station, one of the little towns that 
had been reduced to ghost town-status when the underground 
Fukutoshin Line serving it had flooded. The station was cut off from 
convenient access to the rest of the city, so the only way to reach it 
was by a complicated patchwork of subway lines and bus routes. She 
walked along the main arcade street fronting the station, the 
streetlamps spaced at long intervals illuminating the closed shops. 
There were a few sad-looking restaurants and stores open here and 
there, but she could probably count the number of pedestrians she 
passed on one hand. Luckily, the corner liquor store was open, and she 


ducked in to pick up a bottle of sake for her dad. Alcohol made the 
visits easier. 

Her father had been a respected detective in his own right back in 
the day. Had even been on the fast-track for a director-level position 
in a few years. But then, on the day of the biggest bust of his career, 
he’d walked away from it all. They’d raided the office of a local boss 
after a sting that had taken months of careful planning. All the men 
who took part in the raid that day walked out of it empty-handed. Her 
father drove straight back to the station and dragged the boxes of 
evidence outside, where he set them alight. The other detectives 
working the case resigned, and her father was suspended before 
ultimately being discharged. His superiors had to fight for an 
honorable discharge that would allow him to keep his pension, but 
were able to secure this because of his years of service. He refused to 
even talk about that day with Mei or her mother. 

Ever since her father had quit, tensions between the two had been 
strained. She still came to visit every week or two, but she visited 
more out of a sense of obligation than any close familial connection. 
Her father leaving the force had been a major blow to Mei, still a 
teenager in high school at the time. Her image of the man had taken a 
drastic hit that day, one from which it had never fully recovered. 

“Hi, Dad,” Mei said when her father opened the door. “Sorry for 
the intrusion.” 

“Not at all, come in, come in. Dinner’s almost ready.” 

“Smells good. Here, I got you a bottle of that sake you like.” 

“This isn’t the sake I like,” her father said, inspecting the bottle. 

“Really? I always see you drinking it.” 

“Because you keep bringing it over. This one’s a little too dry for 
my taste.” 

“Tll get a sweet one next time.” 

“No problem. Have a seat.” 

Her father disappeared into the kitchen to fix their drinks. 

“So, how are things with you?” he asked, coming back with two 
glasses of the sake that Mei liked. He handed her one and kept the one 
with ice cubes floating in it for himself. Normally she would have 
protested putting ice in sake, and she had on many occasions, but now 
she let it go. Let her dad do what he wanted. “Seeing anyone special 
lately?” 

“Well, there’s always Tim ...” 

“Your little sex slave?” 

“Sex-friend. But it’s nothing serious.” 

“Does he know that?” 

Mei shrugged. “Probably. He suits a purpose. Fills a hole, so to 
speak.” Such comments usually made her dad uncomfortable, which 


was why she made them. 

“But nothing serious, I take it?” 

She shook her head. “It’s just ... I don’t know, it’s hard to find 
good guys with my job. I don’t even have time to date.” 

“You don’t make it easier on yourself either.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, didn’t you threaten to drug test that one guy on 
your first date?” 

“He looked like he was tweaking.” 

“He probably just liked you! Or what about that—” 

“Why are you always so adamant about me getting a boyfriend?” 

“Doesn’t necessarily have to be a boyfriend. Could be a good friend 
or two, or a dog, or even just a hobby or ... something. Some reason 
to live beyond the job. Someday you'll realize that living for the job 
isn’t really living.” 

“Well, I’m not a quitter,” she said, leveling her eyes at her father. 
“Don’t know where I got that from, though.” 

Somehow it was always like this with them. Usually it started 
during dinner and gave her a good excuse to cut her visit short, but 
tonight they were off to an early start. She might be home a lot sooner 
than expected. 

Her father returned the gaze. He gave her a sad shake of his head, 
then drained his drink. 

“Well, you must be hungry. Let me finish getting dinner ready 
and we’ll eat.” 

They moved into the kitchen, where her father turned on the 
burner on the tonjiru soup and slid a fillet of halibut into the stove’s 
fish rack. She filled their rice bowls with clumps of steaming white 
rice from the rice cooker. Next, she poured herself another drink, 
filling her father’s glass as well. 

“Well, I almost hate to ask,” her father said once they sat down, 
“but how are things at work?” 

“Tt’s ... complicated.” 

She then recounted the matter with Arekusuandaa and how it had 
led to her promotion of sorts to the serial killer case. As she spoke, she 
removed the backbone running the length of the flat, filleted fish. 
Halibut contained lots of tiny, prickly bones that could jab you if you 
weren’t careful. She found it a suitable choice for their dinner. 

“Jesus Christ, you got him burned alive,” her father said sadly 
when she finished. He hadn’t even touched his food while she was 
talking. 

“T didn’t do it! It was Vasili, he ... he did it somehow.” 

“But you knew you were potentially putting him in 
harm’s way, yes?” 


Mei started to protest, then stopped. 

“Either way. Now you're being punished by being put on this serial 
killer case,” her father said, almost more to himself. “This isn’t good, 
this isn’t good at all.” 

“T don’t know, could be a chance to prove myself. If I can 
solve this case—” 

“Can you? Do you even know how to run a case like this, with a 
team under your command?” 

“T ... Pll figure it out.” 

The kitchen wasn’t particularly warm, but Mei could feel herself 
growing heated. 

“And what about the media? Huh? What are you going to tell the 
press when they start asking questions you don’t like, or getting in the 
way? Are you going to be able to restrain that temper of yours?” 

Her father was getting wound up. Mei’s first response was to give 
it back as good as she got, but she held back. Instead, she just sat 
there quietly as he got more animated. 

“How about your superiors? Huh? Ever think that maybe your 
biggest obstacle would come from them setting you up for failure? Or 
withholding evidence to try to take your case? Can you handle that?” 

He was standing up and practically shouting at her now, but she 
just gritted her teeth and stayed quiet. 

“And what happens,” her father said, deflating like a balloon as the 
anger suddenly left him and he sank back down into his seat, “when 
the killer comes for you? Are you going to be able to handle that?” 

Mei was taken aback by the sudden change in her father. 

“Because you're all I have left now. All that’s left of your mother.” 

Still shocked, Mei wanted to comfort him, to tell him it would be 
alright. But the words stuck in her throat like fish bones. She was left 
without an answer to his question. 

They sat there in silence, their meals largely untouched. 


When Kazuhiko awoke, he had no idea where he was. All he knew 
was that he was tied to a chair somewhere dark. His head pounded 
and his saliva felt like glue in his dry mouth. The pungent aroma of 
urine wafting off his damp, scuffed jeans told him that he had pissed 
himself again. 

He didn’t seem to be hurt, except for the vicious pounding in his 
head. But anymore, he woke up with a pounding headache more often 
than not. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he saw a small amount of 
light filtering into the room from a vent. 


He seemed to be in a storage room of some sort. There were stacks 
of boxes printed with Japanese kanji full of shochu or sake bottles or 
something. Other boxes contained bags of potato crisps, nuts, and 
other snacks. 

Kazuhiko moaned quietly to himself, afraid he was going to start 
crying. He had done it again, and he was too drunk to even remember 
what “it” was. 

He heard the door creak open. Suddenly all was agony as the lights 
flicked on, piercing his skull with blinding white light. He flinched 
hard, trying to bury his face against his chest. 

“Ah, you’re awake.” 

“Who’s there?” Kazuhiko asked. 

“Tt’s me, your good friend ‘Fuckface.’ Remember?” 

He did not. 

“From last night? I asked you to leave those women alone when 
you were slobbering all over them. You tried to brain me with a beer 
glass. Any of this ring a bell for you?” 

Not really. He moaned again, louder this time. “Oh, I’m sorry. I get 
drunk sometimes, and—” 

“Yeah, no shit you do. You gave my new barman a black eye and 
broke maybe a dozen glasses and ashtrays. Plus, there’s the matter of 
your sizable bill ...” 

Kazuhiko started panicking. He didn’t have the money for the bill, 
let alone whatever damages he might have caused. He began 
whimpering. 

“Ts there any way I can repay you? I don’t have much money.” 

“Yeah, your wallet already told me that. That’s why you’re here.” 

“Oh God ... you’re not going to—” 

“What? Kill you? Fuck you? I could have done both already, if I 
wanted. No, I’ve got other plans for you, my friend.” 

Kazuhiko’s eyes had adjusted enough that he could see a little 
better, but the hangover combined with the shame wouldn’t let him 
look up at his interlocutor directly. 

“Ts there any way I can repay you?” 

“Tt just so happens there is. You can do the exact same thing again. 
But this time at a location of my choosing.” 

Kazuhiko still didn’t want to look the other man in the face, but he 
forced himself to glance up. Through the haze of the white light 
blinding him, all he could see was a shark’s grin gleaming back. 


Chapter Seventeen 


“Goddammit, where is it coming from?” Mei asked, peering up at the 
network of pipes that formed the ceiling. 

“Just leave it,” Kentaro said. “I don’t have much time this morning, 
so if we can begin the meeting ...” 

“Alright,” Mei said. She walked over towards the whiteboard 
against one wall, facing the table. “But I’m going to find that leak.” 

Kentaro checked his watch. 

“Let’s get started. I’ve done what reading I can. Now I need you to 
help me and Detective Kentaro catch up the rest of the way. So, where 
are we with this case?” 

She stood in front of her assembled task force beside an evidence 
board of her own making. She stared at each of them in turn, with no 
response forthcoming. 

“Okay, I’ll be more specific,” Mei said, knowing that wasn’t the 
problem. “What were the last leads that Suga had you chasing down?” 

“Well, you may just want to start from scratch,” Watanabe said. 
“Tm not convinced that he had us going in the right direction.” 

“And why is that?” 

“Well ...,” Watanabe said, evidently not wanting to be the bearer 
of bad news. “Have you heard the death cult rumors?” 

“Tm not interested in the media reporting on this—” 

“Because he started them,” Watanabe said. 

“Guy was crazy,” Ina chimed in from a near-horizontal reclining 
position in his chair. “He was more interested in chasing headlines 
than chasing the killer.” 

“Yeah, we looked into the connection but didn’t find much 
there,” Kato said. 

“Well, there was a doomsday cult linked to a string of families 
murdered last year,” Kentaro said. “So the idea could have some 
merit.” 

“Yeah, but that was an isolated group. One that was caught,” 
Watanabe said. “Besides, when we checked into it, we didn’t see 
anything like what Suga was claiming. We think he ...” 

“Go on,” Mei said. 

“We think the evidence was a little thin for his claims. He said that 
cult insignia were found near the bodies. But those tags are all 


over the city.” 

“Yeah, man was a notorious media whore, after all,” Kato said. 

Mei shot him a sour look. 

“Pardon me, media hound.” 

“Has any of the information on the victims pointed to a 
connection?” Kentaro asked. 

The three of them shook their heads and muttered that it had not. 

“Well, what about a link with organized crime?” Mei asked. “Has 
that possibility been raised?” 

No response, aside from some shifting in chairs. 

“No? Because our last victim, Tetsuo, has known links to organized 
crime in the form of Vasili Loginovski’s organization and the broader 
Kaisha. He was reputed to have been working as an intermediary for 
the construction industry. The first victim was presumed to be a 
street-level pusher, while the second has all the telltale signs of a visa 
tourist hostess-slash-prostitute. As for Suga, who else but someone of 
Vasili’s position would dare touch a cop and dream of getting 
away with it?” 

“T’m not buying it,” Kato said. Ina shook his head. 

“Tt’s possible, but not likely,” Watanabe said. “The Kaisha’s always 
been careful about getting rid of bodies. They don’t just dump them 
out in the open.” 

“Maybe they’re getting careless,” Mei said. “They’ve been above 
the law for so long, maybe they’re starting to think we 
can’t touch them.” 

More muttering and shaking of heads. Mei was starting to form her 
suspicions about who was on the take here already, and it wasn’t 
looking good. At least she had Kentaro as an ally. 

“Tt’s certainly worth looking into,” Kentaro said. “But it can’t be 
the central focus of the case. I agree, it’s not like them, but anything is 
possible. For now, I think we work with the evidence available to us. 
How long until we get the DNA analysis and morgue report back from 
the factory murder?” 

“Suzuki said he’d have the morgue report done today. The blood 
and DNA tests will take a week or two, even with them 
fast-tracking it.” 

“Alright, what about witnesses at the scene?” Kentaro asked. 

“We tried but couldn’t find any,” Watanabe said. “The people 
living on Tsukishima and the other reclaimeds are mostly homeless 
drifters. They disappear like smoke in the fog when police come 
around asking questions.” 

“So where does that leave us?” Mei asked. 

There was no response. 


“Gentlemen! Glad you could make it!” 

Satoshi’s voice echoed throughout the dirty garage. The three men 
on folding chairs arranged in a semicircle in one corner looked up. 
Satoshi walked over and set down the plastic convenience store bags 
loaded with cheap beer, shochu, mixers, and snacks. 

“Good to see you again!” Johnny said, cracking open a can of 
Asahi Dry and holding it aloft. The contents fizzed over the top and 
splattered onto a grease stain on the floor. “Thought you had 
outgrown your old friends.” 

“Never.” Satoshi cracked his own beer. “Cheers!” 

“Cheers!” Pura and Takeshi said, slamming their beers together. 

“You got a seat for me?” Satoshi asked, looking around. 

“There’s a step stool over there that’ll probably hold you if you 
open it up. We’re out of folding chairs.” 

“And here I sprang for actual beer instead of happoshu,” Satoshi 
muttered as he fetched the stool. “So why’d you have us come all the 
way out here to meet?” 

“T don’t know, you’re the one that called us,” Takeshi said. 

“No, I mean, why did you ask to meet here in ... whatever the 
fuck this is?” 

“Because we’re on duty tonight,” Johnny said. “We’ve been 
working night shift security for this construction outfit for a while.” 

“So, shouldn’t you be outside guarding the construction 
equipment?” Satoshi asked. 

“You’re not my supervisor,” Takeshi said. 

“Yeah, we’re probably also not supposed to drink on the job. But 
since nobody ever comes to check on us, I’d say we're safe. It’s a 
pretty cushy gig.” 

“What about you, what’s your story these days?” Satoshi asked 
Pura. “Feel like I haven’t seen any of you in ages.” 

“Working as a chef at an izakaya. Nothing too fancy, but not one of 
the chains either. And the three of us still hang out—you’re the one 
that dropped off the face of the earth.” 

Satoshi sighed and sipped his beer. It was true. Johnny and 
Takeshi used to work with Satoshi and Masa for Taichi, way back in 
the day. Pura had never taken the Path himself, but used to freelance 
every now and then to supplement his bartending and cooking gigs. 
They had been tight back in the day. 

But when Taichi’s crew had disbanded, Satoshi and Masa had been 
taken in by Osammy while Johnny and Takeshi had gone to work for 
a different crew. Eventually Satoshi had found himself out of their 
orbit. 


Looking at them now, they seemed to be almost exactly the same 
as he remembered. Fat, goateed Pura, the lovable fuckup that you 
couldn’t help but love, despite all his fuckups. Tall, gangly Takeshi, 
with a sarcastic smirk permanently painted on his eminently 
punchable face. And Johnny (or Jae-yoon) Lee, a good-natured Korean 
who had been born and raised in Japan. 

“Well, it’s good seeing your ugly faces again,” Satoshi said, raising 
his beer to them. 

“Yeah, you too, I guess,” Takeshi said with a shrug. 

This prompted laughter and a wanking motion from Satoshi. 

“You still running with Tengu’s crew?” 

“More or less. But The Rock keeps pulling me off for these special 
missions of his.” 

“Hmm, sounds like he might be grooming you for upper 
management,” Takeshi said. 

“Yeah, could be. I don’t know what that guy’s thinking 
half the time.” 

“What about your old buddy Masa? You still see him much?” Pura 
asked. Ever the guileless one. 

Satoshi stiffened but then realized that there was no way they 
could know about his assignment. 

“Haven’t been in touch with him lately. He was working under 
Vasili for a while after Osammy’s crew dissolved. But he sort of went 
off the deep end.” 

“Sounds about right,” Johnny said. “He was always a scary 
motherfucker.” 

Murmurs of agreement greeted that comment. 

“Yeah, I heard he blinded a guy in a club with a broken bottle. I 
wouldn’t want to tangle with him.” 

“This new breed, man, they’re fucking terrifying. No respect for 
anything,” Johnny said, shaking his head. 

“Kids these days, it’s not like it was in the old days,” said Takeshi, 
who Satoshi figured at no older than twenty-seven. 

“Here we fucking go,” Pura said. He tore into a bag of pizza- 
flavored potato chips and settled in. 

“Because those guys had class! Those old-school yakuza were some 
stand-up guys!” 

“Hear, hear!” 

“Yeah, like Okazawaya. That guy was a pillar of his community. 
Used to lend people money to keep their homes when developers tried 
to force them out. You don’t see that kind of chivalry much anymore.” 

“Or how about ... who’s that guy that stole all those Demron coats 
from the government and gave them out?” 

“The Rubber Baron!” Satoshi and Pura said simultaneously. 


“Such a stupid nickname!” Johnny cackled from his corner. 
“Demron’s not even rubber.” 

“Now there was a hero,” Takeshi said. “Stole all these coats that 
the government wasn’t using and made them available to the people. 
Even ran that website where he would post radiation readings from 
his own Geiger counters from around the city since the government’s 
figures were bullshit.” 

“Legend. The man was a legend.” 

“Alright, well, are we gonna fucking talk about the past all night, 
or work on our own legacies some?” Takeshi asked. “What is this job 
you wanted to talk about, Satoshi?” 

“Could be a pretty sweet payday for us, if you’re not afraid to get 
your hands dirty. I’m talking upwards of five hundred million yen if 
we get the whole score, split four ways.” 

Pura whistled. “Wow, with that kind of cash, Johnny could almost 
pay someone enough to fuck him.” 

“Fuck you, fat man,” Johnny said with a smile as he rubbed his 
hands together. “But why bring a score like this to us? Why not handle 
it through your regular crew?” 

“Tengu doesn’t need to know about this. Thing is, I kind of need 
the money. Either I pay Vasili a shitton of money that I don’t have, or 
I have to do this other job. And it’s one I really don’t want to do.” 

“Must be pretty bad if you’re scared to do it. What are 
we talking here?” 

“I don’t want to get into it. I don’t even want to think about it. And 
I won’t have to. Because I’m going to get the money to pay Vasili back 
and make you guys rich in the process.” 

“So what do we need for this job?” Johnny asked. 

Satoshi looked over in the corner of the garage. There he saw the 
short, squat, boxy front of a truck’s cab attached to a flatbed trailer. 
The flatbed was empty, save for a large crane from which a heavy 
metal chain drooped down to pool on the bed below in a rusty heap. 

“Think you can get another one of those? We’re going 
to need two.” 

The other three exchanged a glance with one another. Then 
Johnny smiled and began rubbing his hands together. 

“T like where this is heading already!” 

“Hold on, what’s the target?” Takeshi asked. 

“Sometime between one and three in the morning on April twenty- 
third, this coming Thursday, an armored vehicle will transport about 
five hundred million yen in old banknotes from the Bank of Japan’s 
Head Office in Tokyo to its Banknotes Operation Center in Toda City. 
But it’s never going to get there, because we’re going to intercept it 
along Route 5.” 


Takeshi whistled through his teeth. “A modern-day stagecoach 
robbery, I like it! You’re quite the traditionalist there, Satoshi.” 

“Wait, you want to take down one of the BOJ’s armored vehicles?” 
Johnny asked incredulously. “You know those fuckers are electrified, 
right?” 

“Yeah. But not while they’re moving, they aren’t.” 


“’.. but the fact that victims two and three had more of their organs 
removed seems to be a clear sign that the killer is maturing.” 

Mei was staring at a point on the bar’s wall as she reasoned it 
through in her head. She hadn’t touched her beer yet. The others were 
on their second drinks, and in Watanabe’s case his third. But he was 
the only other one contributing, so she didn’t mind. 

“Except for victim number four,” Watanabe said. “Unless you see 
that as an outlier that didn’t go according to plan.” 

“Exactly. But what would make him abandon the scene like that? 
Fear of detection? Because I don’t—” 

“Look, I thought you called us out here to have a drink and get to 
know one another,” Ina said. “Not to get us to put in unpaid 
overtime.” 

“Yeah, I would have just gone home and drank on my own if I had 
known that was the case,” Kato added. 

“Sorry,” Mei said. “It’s just that I don’t understand how the puzzle 
fits together, and it’s gnawing at me.” 

“Yeah, eating me up too,” Kato said nonchalantly. He drained his 
glass and poured himself another from the pitcher on the table. 

“But you’re right. Let’s talk about you guys now. I want to get to 
know my team. How about you, Kato, what’s your story?” 

“Not much to say, really. Started out as a beat cop in Kawasaki. 
Made assistant detective in a year, detective two years later, then two 
years as a detective. Got transferred here last year.” 

“That’s a pretty quick rise through the ranks.” 

“Yeah, well, you get a lot of practice in Kawasaki. Place is 
practically infested with crime and criminals. Plus, my partner and I 
had the highest clearance rate in the station when I was an assistant. 
As a detective, I did better than ninety-nine percent clearance.” 

Ina looked appreciative. Mei and Watanabe exchanged a glance. 
They both knew that clearance rates that high never came from good 
police work alone. Mei decided not to pursue the matter. 

“Why did you go into police work?” 

“Well, kind of more as a stepping stone, really. I wanted to join the 


Patriot’s Guard in a leadership role. But most of the people in charge 
had some sort of military or police experience. I didn’t want to enter 
as some grunt volunteer, so figured I’d get some experience 
and join them.” 

“Patriot’s Guard?” Watanabe asked. 

“They were an extralegal police force. Keeping the peace, public 
patrols, that sort of thing. They’ve since merged with another outfit. 
Now they’re called the Dark Army.” 

“T’ve heard of the Dark Army,” Watanabe said. “You really want to 
join those thugs?” 

“They’re not thugs, they’re peacekeepers. And yeah, someday I do. 
I’m just looking to the future. Budgets for police forces are getting cut 
nationwide, while the Dark Army just keeps growing. Soon, 
they’ll replace us.” 

“He’s right, you know,” Ina said. “Plus they don’t have to deal with 
all this paperwork and unnecessary restrictions that we do.” 

“Much more efficient,” Kato said. 

“They're thugs,” Watanabe said. “Plain and simple. We have 
restrictions, yeah, but they exist for a reason.” 

“Yeah, to protect criminals,” Kato said. “They can get results, 
because they’re not hampered by all this bullshit we have to 
put up with.” 

Watanabe just shook his head sadly. 

“Alright, we’re getting off topic here,” Mei said. “How about you, 
Ina? How did you get into police work?” 

“T joined about five years ago. Worked my way up the same way, 
but I was based out of Tama City. Not much action there.” 

“What made you want to be a cop?” 

“Kind of a long story.” 

“I better order us another round, then,” Watanabe said. 

“Well, you remember that guy they used to call the Rubber Baron? 
He stole a bunch of Demron coats that the government had earmarked 
to give out to needy families. Then he sold them at inflated prices to 
the same people.” 

“T remember reading about that case, yeah,” Watanabe said. “He 
supposedly set up Geiger counters around the city, then released juked 
numbers to show that the radiation was worse than it actually was.” 

“Yeah, exactly. He created a panic so that he could profit off it. 
Left a lot of people without proper radiation wear in the process. One 
of those people was my dad. He couldn’t afford coats for the entire 
family, so he went without. Died of lymphoma a few years ago.” 

“T’m sorry to hear that,” Mei said. 

“Yeah. He could have gotten cancer from anywhere, but still. 
Seeing that Rubber Baron guy get away with it made me so angry. 


Then there was another case soon after. Okazawaya, I think his name 
was. Forced people in his district to take out these exorbitant home 
loans they didn’t need. Anyone who refused was beaten or driven out, 
some just disappeared. Collected from those people for years until 
most of them went bankrupt. Then he sold off their properties to a 
developer and pocketed millions. Seeing guys like that profit by taking 
advantage of ordinary people made me so angry. I wanted to do 
something about it.” 

“That’s noble,” Mei said. 

“Yeah, about as good a reason as any,” Watanabe agreed. 

“What about you?” Mei asked the older man. “Why did you get 
into this line of work?” 

Watanabe smiled wanly, then drained the last half of his glass. 

“Oh, I don’t know. I think at some point I also wanted to do good. 
But who can remember?” 


Chapter Eighteen 


There must be more flowers than people here, Vasili thought as he 
glanced around the funeral parlor. Not that it surprised him; most of 
his people thought Arekusuandaa was a traitor. But that didn’t excuse 
them from their obligation to pay their condolences. Or their 
condolence money. 

Condolence money was a common custom in Japan that helped the 
family defray the funeral and cremation costs. It usually involved 
small amounts of money paid as a sign of respect for the dead and the 
surviving family. In criminal organizations like the Kaisha, however, it 
took on a much more important role over and above its symbolic 
meaning. 

In many of the criminal syndicates, condolence money was another 
way to keep the machine well-oiled and functioning properly. The 
amounts collected at their funerals were several orders of magnitude 
larger than at ordinary funerals. This money was usually divided up 
between the surviving family to take care of them after the death of 
the breadwinner. It let current employees know that their people 
would be looked after should anything happen to them. 

Scanning the room, Vasili saw his lieutenants, Hikaru, Tengu, 
Kozu, Madoka, and Chieko, each accompanied by their top people. He 
also saw several people he had seen around Arekusuandaa’s 
warehouse from time to time. There was also a contingent of family, 
friends, and others from outside the organization gathered in one 
corner. The deceased’s relatively low rank in the organization 
explained why the other higher-ranking bosses stayed away. Not that 
it was unheard of for lower-ranking members to have well-attended 
funerals, but it was absolutely unheard of for traitors. 

“My condolences, Ms. Namonai,” Vasili said in Japanese as he 
approached the woman he had widowed. “We are all very sorry to 
hear of Arekusuandaa’s passing.” 

It always struck Vasili as strange to be the one to console the 
widow of a man he had killed. Especially for the men he actually 
liked, like Arekusuandaa. But then, being two-faced was part of the 
business. Arekusuandaa might have even said the same, if acting that 
way hadn’t gotten him killed. 

“Thank you. And thank you for your help arranging all this,” his 


widow said. Her eyes were red from crying. “I’ve been a mess 
since he died.” 

“Of course, we take care of our own,” Vasili said. It was only too 
true in this case. 

“T just don’t understand ... I don’t know why he would ... all of a 
sudden ... he never ...” 

“There, there,” he said, patting her with one massive hand, then 
embracing her in an awkward half-hug. 

“Tt’s this ... what do they call it? This Rot, you know? Living in a 
city with no sun, wearing a mask just to breathe ... it gets to some 
people. Then, something stressful happens and it’s more than 
they can bear.” 

His widow nodded. 

“T’m just ... scared, is all. I don’t know how I’m going to raise our 
children without his support.” 

“We'll help you with that, with a little something to get you 
started.” 

Vasili looked past her to the table where the envelopes of 
condolence money had been placed. It looked suspiciously 
light to him. 

“Count that,” he said to Kameko. 

Kameko snatched up the envelopes before the widow could protest 
and disappeared into a back room. 

“And of course,” Vasili continued, “if you don’t already have a job, 
I can get you set up with something. Aboveboard, of course, 
something that pays above market rates. As a thank-you for your 
husband’s service.” 

“Thank you, I may take you up on that.” 

Kameko returned and whispered something in Vasili’s ear. He 
shook his head. 

“No. No, that won’t do. Jun, fetch the briefcase. The large one.” 

Jun nodded and left the room. When he returned, he was carrying 
a gleaming metal briefcase with some difficulty. One of the traditional 
envelopes for condolence money had been tucked into a strap on the 
outside of the case. This he set down in front of Arekusuandaa’s 
widow. 

“Something to help you on your way,” Vasili said. 

He signaled that it was time to leave. 

“Thank you so much,” the widow said. 

“Of course. Like I said, we take care of our own.” 


The difference between Arekusuandaa’s funeral and Tetsuo’s couldn’t 
have been starker. This one was thronged with people, no doubt due 
to Tetsuo’s greater importance to the organization (and his loyalty to 
the end). Vasili stepped into the room filled with mourners. 

“You owe me money,” Matsuo said, greeting Vasili in his 
traditional manner. 

“Matsuo, what a pleasant surprise,” Vasili said with a smile. “Is 
great to see you too. Me? Oh, I’m fine, thanks for asking, buddy.” 

“You’re funny. That’s funny, I like that. But you still owe me 
money.” 

With his puffy cheeks, overbite, and protruding belly, Matsuo 
resembled the cartoonish statues of tanukis found throughout Japan. 
A raccoon-dog-like animal native to Japan, the tanuki had long been 
regarded as trickster spirits in Japanese lore. They were frequently 
depicted in ancient woodblock paintings with enormous scrotums and 
scrotal sacks, which they used as everything from fishing nets to hats 
and more. This comparison was apt for Matsuo, as the man frequently 
used his gigantic balls for everything from being a huge pain in the ass 
to shaking people down for money at every opportunity. Not having 
been seen in the wild for years, the tanuki were considered to be 
extinct. Another likeness Vasili wished they shared. 

The money he spoke of was Vasili’s tax for operating in Matsuo’s 
territory out in Chiba. Vasili had recently dipped a toe into the 
construction industry by acquiring a cement manufacturer. Actually, it 
was more like gifted to him by the owner, who had fallen behind on 
his gambling debts. It was customary for bosses to pay a consideration 
to one another for operating in another’s area. Most waived such fees 
as a show of goodwill. Matsuo never did. 

“Yes, I know I owe you. But considering this is funeral of bagman 
who handled the payments, I think maybe I have good excuse 
for being late.” 

“Excuse or no excuse, it’s late. Either I start taking my vig, or you 
find another way to pay me.” 

“Pll sort it out. ’ve got much on my plate right now. But rest 
assured, this is going right to top of my list.” 

“See that it does.” 

They stood there, regarding each other silently. 

“Matsuo, I ever tell you how much I enjoy our little chats?” Vasili 
asked. 

Matsuo snorted. 

“Ho-ho, watch this one,” said an old man as he approached them, 
wagging a finger at Vasili. “This one’s got a silver tongue and knows 
how to use it.” 

“Hello, Yoshii,” Vasili said. 


Just being in Yoshii’s presence was an exercise in self-restraint for 
Vasili. He loathed the man but tried not to show it. Professional 
courtesy and all. 

If Matsuo was a tanuki, then Yoshii was a snake, plain and simple. 
He was a short man with leathery skin and wide-set eyes that almost 
seemed to stare off in different directions. Vasili could have sworn 
that his teeth had been filed to points. But maybe that was just his 
impression of the man’s character making him seem colder and more 
reptilian than he actually was. He was trailed closely by his own 
personal guards as he slithered through the crowd of people. 

Vasili, Matsuo and Yoshii were technically equals of the same rank 
in the syndicate, but the other two would never stoop to acting as 
such towards Vasili. To men like those two, Vasili was just an 
interloper in their world. 

Yoshii’s domain, while not as large as Vasili’s in terms of physical 
territory, came close in sheer profitability. He controlled large parts of 
Shinjuku Ward, which brought with it the Golden Street bar area and, 
most prized, the Kabukicho red-light district. The bulk of his cash 
came from a wide range of hostess clubs, pink bars, strip clubs, 
soaplands, and outright brothels that crowded the streets of 
Kabukicho. The man had erected an empire that fed on base desires— 
one about which dark rumors swirled. 

“This is all truly touching,” Yoshii said with a dismissive wave of 
his hand. “But I must ask, why all the trouble for a subordinate? 
Tetsuo was a good man and all, but you look like you went all out for 
this occasion.” 

“He was a good man,” Vasili replied. “And a good friend as well. 
He was also—if I’m not mistaken—your cousin. No?” 

“He was. Never cared much for the runt myself.” 

“Well, is good of you to show your respects.” 

“Oh, it’s not for him. He’s already dead, so why would he care? 
No, it’s for that sentimental sister of mine.” 

Vasili looked past Yoshii to see an elderly woman all in black, 
crying quietly as her family consoled her. 

“T suppose I owed her this one, seeing as how I missed the last 
funeral for her ... oh, who was the last one for?” Yoshii said, turning 
to his bodyguard. 

“Her husband.” 

“That’s it.” 

“Tf you don’t like funerals, this is wrong line of work,” Vasili said. 

Yoshii scoffed. “Fuck it. We’re all just meat. Nothing much to fuss 
over. Burn the body and be done with it, I say.” 

“Exactly, funerals aren’t cheap,” Matsuo chimed in. “Would save us 
all a lot of time and money if we didn’t have to put on such pageants.” 


“Funerals are for the living,” Vasili said. “A sign of respect.” 

“Oh, speaking of which, Chobei wants to speak to you about 
something. The boy asked me to arrange a meeting with you.” 

Yoshii said it in an offhand manner while glancing around the 
room, but the mention of that name made Vasili freeze up 
momentarily. He scanned Yoshii’s face for any tells he might have, but 
found nothing. 

“Of course. Did he say what about?” 

“Didn’t mention it,” Yoshii said. “Next week? Say Wednesday?” 

Vasili looked to Kameko, who nodded. “Fine, fine.” 

“Well, then, gentlemen, I will take my leave,” Yoshii said. “Too 
much death lately.” 

“Tell me about it,” Matsuo said. 

“You must feel the same way,” Yoshii said, looking at Vasili. 
“Lately death has been following you like smoke from a fire.” 

Vasili scanned Yoshii’s face for a clue. The old man gave him a 
wicked grin. Vasili shrugged. 

“Can’t be helped. Is like, occupational hazard, you could say.” 


“Wai.” 

Wu Lin’s nasal drawl came out of the plastic handset Vasili held to 
his ear. The elegant black funeral attire he was wearing cut a dashing 
figure in the cramped public phone booth. 

“Wu Lin, long time no talk, my friend. We have much to discuss.” 

“Vasili? Where you been? I no hear from you lately,” Lin said, 
flipping to English. 

“Yeah, maybe you should answer your phone more.” 

“Sure.” 

“Right.” Vasili could barely tolerate Wu Lin’s aloofness in the best 
of times. Now was not one of those times. “We had a problem with the 
last shipment you sent.” 

“Oh?” 

“Yeah, it blew up. Killed a bunch of my men. Destroyed everything 
on boat, including boat. Now I am wondering what you plan to 
do about it.” 

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “I look into it, get 
back to you.” 

“T assume you’re going to make this right, yeah?” Vasili asked. 

“T see what I can find. If we at fault, I make things right. But let me 
take look first.” 

“When am I going to hear back from you?” 


“When I know more, you know more.” 
The line went dead. 


Kazuhiko sat at the bar to the club, getting a load on. As per 
instructions. He had been dropped off a few hours before and told to 
line up for the club. He must have been twice as old as most of the 
other clubbers, and he felt out of place standing in line with them. But 
that could be because he was stone cold hungover and always felt 
awkward without a few drinks in him. He was under strict orders not 
to drink until he was inside. Once there, he was on strict orders to get 
as drunk as possible, then look for his target. 

The bouncer eyed him suspiciously over his ID but motioned him 
towards the elevator with a group of kids. He paid with the cash he 
had been given, then made a beeline straight for the bar. After a few 
hours of dedicated drinking, he didn’t feel so out of place anymore. He 
even had a go at flirting with some of the cuties there. They looked at 
him in disgust before disappearing back into the crowd of people on 
the dance floor. 

True to his word, Kazuhiko had gotten himself nice and shitfaced. 
Luckily, he had been tasked with the one thing he was truly gifted at. 
And his luck just got better. Because now he saw the big gaijin he had 
been told to look for coming his away. He slammed the rest of his 
drink, not knowing that it would be his last, and went up to the big 
man heading to the door by the bar. 

“Hey, fuckface! Hey, you white ape!” he said as he gave the big 
man a hard shove. 

The man couldn’t have been expecting it, but it didn’t even faze 
him. His vision was already a drunken blur, yet he caught the 
momentary look of surprise on the foreigner’s face. Then he saw the 
ceiling, then the dance floor, then a bunch of legs. Then his view was 
obscured entirely as a group of heavy bodyguards piled onto him. He 
kept screaming at the big man even as he was roughly pulled to his 
feet and dragged back towards the elevators. 

As he was being manhandled out, he recalled how he had been 
promised a bonus if he was able provoke a fight with the big man. 
Now he couldn’t wait to get what was coming to him. 


Chapter Nineteen 


“Just where is this damn thing coming from?” 

The drip was driving Mei crazy. She was standing on one of the 
beat-up office chairs, using a penlight to peer into the ceiling over the 
corner. Every time another droplet of water splashed into the little 
pond that had formed, it chipped away at her already-raw nerves. It 
had been wearing on her all afternoon, and now she was 
ready to snap. 

The sudden piercing shriek of the phone almost startled her into 
falling off the chair. 

“Kentaro ... Uh-huh ... Shit, where? Hang on,” he said, grabbing a 
pen. “Go ahead ... The what building? Alright, on our way.” 

Mei was already hurrying to get her things. 

“We’ve got another body. It was just discovered behind the AJX 
Building at Azabu Juban, 2-chome 8.” 

“Let’s go.” 

Mei and Kentaro drove in one car, followed in another vehicle by 
the others. They arrived on the scene just after the police had 
cordoned off the area. 

“Detective Kimura, I’m leading the serial killer investigation,” she 
said to the ranking cop at the scene. “What do we have?” 

“Trash man noticed the body in the dumpster behind the building 
and just called it in. Seems to fit the MO of the Shibuya Killer.” 

“Let’s have a look.” 

Mei pulled on a pair of rubber gloves and handed a pair to 
Kentaro. 

The cop walked them back towards a large dumpster with a 
swirling red logo featuring a large H emblazoned on it. Mei noticed a 
row of posters that had been plastered to the side of the building. 
They featured a skeleton dressed as a Shinto priestess. It was wearing 
the traditional loose-fitting hakama pants, but the kimono jacket on its 
upper body was black instead of the usual white color. It was holding 
a jeweled dagger in one hand and beckoning with the other. “YOU 
ARE INVITED!” read the caption below. She had seen lots of similar 
posters lately all over. 

“Whose dumpster is this?” Mei asked. 

“Well, from the logo, I’d say it’s Club Hyperion’s,” said one of the 


duty cops standing nearby. 

“Why does that sound familiar?” Mei mused aloud to herself. 

“Probably because they have stickers all over town,” Kentaro said. 

“Yeah, and they get some of the top international DJs to play 
there,” the cop said. “Seriously, some nights I think the only thing 
nastier than the beats are the girls!” 

Mei and Kentaro looked at him. 

“Tl just go and ... uh...” 

“Secure the crime scene,” Mei said. 

“Yes, that.” 

He walked off quickly. As he was leaving, Suzuki walked up to 
them from the other direction eating a steamed bun in a 7-11 
wrapper. 

“Afternoon. So our serial killer has struck again.” 

“That’s what they tell us,” Kentaro said. 

“You're hungry now?” Mei asked. 

“Yeah, I missed lunch today,” Suzuki said, popping the last bite in 
his mouth. “Alright, let’s see what we’ve got.” 

Gingerly, they extracted the body from the dumpster and laid it 
out on a sheet. It appeared to be that of a middle-aged man. 

“Just to get you started here, I’ll have a quick look,” Suzuki said. 
“But you’re going to have to wait for the full report.” 

“Anything you can do for us would be appreciated,” Mei said. 

“Okay, right off the bat I’m seeing ligature wounds to the neck and 
bruising indicative of strangulation.” He untucked the victim’s shirt 
and pulled it up to reveal the stomach region. “The mutilation is 
consistent with the others. Though there’s more blood with this one. 
That tells me the evisceration took place either soon after death, or 
possibly even concurrent with it. I won’t know what was removed 
until I can examine it later at the morgue.” 

“What about the pockets? Anything in there?” Kentaro asked. 

“The contents of his pockets include one wallet, faux-leather, with 
about three thousand yen in crumpled bills. His ID says his name is— 
let’s see—Ide Kazuhiko, age forty-one. Lives in Ogikubo. Other 
contents include a wad of bills, much crisper than the ones in his 
wallet, it seems, totaling roughly twenty thousand yen. Also a cell 
phone, keys, ticket stub to a ... Club Hyperion to see DJ Aki.” 

Suzuki looked up. “This ticket is from yesterday. Looks like our 
victim was at Club Hyperion sometime last night.” 

“Excuse me! Hey! Can I get back here? I need to 
throw something out!” 

They looked over to the edge of the cordon to see a woman 
holding up a bag of trash. She wasn’t wearing a respirator or overcoat, 
just a black tank top and jeans. 


“Excuse me, where are you coming from?” Mei 
asked, walking over. 

“Hyperion. I just wanted to throw some trash out. Any way I can 
get through?” 

“No, this is an active crime scene. Were you at the club last night?” 

The woman started to look around uneasily. “Yeah. It’s fine, ’ll 
come back later.” 

“Hold on. We found the body of a man we suspect was there last 
night. Would you mind taking a quick look to see if 
you recognize him?” 

“A lot of people go to the club. And it’s too dark to see much. Plus, 
I don’t have my respirator or coat, so—” 

“Please, it will just take a second.” 

Still looking uncomfortable, the woman agreed. Mei lifted the 
police tape for her to duck under and walked her over. Suzuki had 
covered the body with a sheet, exposing just the face. 

“Do you recognize this man?” 

She nodded. “Yeah, I do. He was there last night. I remember 
because I saw him get into a scuffle with the owner.” 

“The owner of the club?” Mei asked. “Big Russian guy, right?” 

The girl suddenly went wide-eyed. 

“T ... [think so. I don’t know, I don’t really know much about him. 
Look, can I go back up? I just popped out for the trash. I don’t have 
my respirator or anything ...” 

“Alright, go get your respirator,” Kentaro said. “But come right 
back. We need to talk to you about last night.” 

Mei stood there looking at the body. Who was he? Someone’s 
father? Someone’s brother, son, good friend? Someone who had 
somehow gotten mixed up with the wrong people and paid for it 
with his life? 

As she looked down at the victim’s eyes staring vacantly ahead, the 
pity she felt for him calcified into anger within her. And now that they 
had physical evidence and witness testimony placing him 
in Vasili’s club ... 

“Wait!” Mei called after the woman. “I’ll come with you. We can 
do the interview inside. Might be more comfortable that way.” 

“What are you doing?” Kentaro hissed. 

“Gathering evidence.” 

“No, it’s okay! P’ll come back out!” the woman said. 

“Goddammit! You can’t just enter his club without a search 
warrant! You have to follow the proper procedure here!” 

“Come on! You know exactly what’s going to happen if we don’t 
see the inside of that club now! By the time we return, with warrant in 
hand and thumbs up asses, all we’re gonna find is a spotless scene 


reeking of bleach. Any video surveillance tapes from last night will be 
gone, all evidence will be scrubbed, and anything linking this body to 
that club will be destroyed.” 

So saying, Mei began hurrying into the building after the woman. 
She caught up with her just as the elevator door was opening. 

Kentaro followed her to the door of the building, where he took 
out his phone and frantically began dialing numbers. He had just held 
the phone up to his head when he saw the elevator doors 
close around Mei. 


A large black SUV came to a stop at a red light in a crowded 
intersection in Ikebukuro. It sat there with its motor idling silently, 
until the stillness was pierced by the sound of a cell phone ringing 
from the front window. In the early-evening dusk, bright lights 
reflected off its surface, which had been polished to a mirror sheen. 
Before the light could change to green, the SUV suddenly peeled out, 
its tires screeching as they gripped the damp concrete for purchase. It 
swung around two lanes, shooting through traffic back in the direction 
it had come. 


“’,. and as you can see here, our recent enforcement efforts have cut 
crime in key areas by ...” 

As the district commander was giving his presentation, Endo 
glanced down to see his phone vibrating on the table. He glanced 
briefly at the text, then stared in wide-eyed shock. He knocked his 
chair over as he bolted to his feet. 

“Excuse me, gentlemen, continue!” he shouted as he was halfway 
out the door. 


To an outsider, the scene would have been almost comical. A massive 
bouncer blocking a much shorter woman from gaining entrance 
through the velvet curtains with his hands held up. 

“T need to speak to the woman who just came through! She’s a 
potential witness—” 

“You can speak to her outside,” the bouncer said. 

“Tt will just take a second—” Mei said, trying to squeeze by him. 


“Warrant.” 

As the bouncer said this, he moved to block her path with his 
body. Both of his hands were held up and outward in the universal I 
don’t want any trouble, Officer sign used with the police to signal 
nonviolent resistance. 

“Tt’s not a search, I just need—” 

Mei darted the other way. He sidestepped to block. 

“Warrant.” 

“Would you just—” 

Dodge. Intercept. 

“Warrant.” 

The bouncer looked relieved all of a sudden as Mei heard 
the elevator open. 

“Ma’am, you can take this matter up with the owner.” 

Mei turned around to see Vasili and his two assistants arrive. Shit, 
this was going to get ugly. 

“Hello, my name is Va—” 

“Vasili Loginovski. Aka The Rock. Proprietor of this club and boss 
in the Kaisha.” 

“Yes, I am the boss of a lot of companies. You have done your 
homework, Detective Mei Kimura from Homicide. And tell me, how is 
the investigation into the serial killer going?” 

Mei’s breath caught in her throat, but she did her damnedest not to 
let it show. 

“It would be going a lot smoother if you would allow me to take a 
look around. We have reason to believe the latest victim was at this 
club last night.” 

“Certainly! You have a warrant, I take it?” 

“I do not have a warrant, no.” 

“Oh, I’m afraid that’s a different story, then. I like to do things by 
the books. I’m a bit of a stickler for the law.” 

“Mr. Loginovski, if you would—” 

“Look, I want to help, but you have to understand my reluctance. 
I’m a small business owner, and cops, they are not always—how 
should I put this?—so honest? They steal things, plant evidence. You 
know how it is.” 

“T certainly do not. Look, I just want to look around the premises 
and speak to some of the staff, if I may.” 

“You may! With a warrant. Show me a warrant and I will 
cooperate in any way I can.” 

Just then the elevator door dinged open, and _ Senior 
Superintendent Endo rushed out. Mei could barely hide her surprise, 
while Vasili could barely hide his relief. 

“I am very sorry about the conduct of my officer,” Endo said, 


bowing deeply to Vasili. “And I can assure you that this breach of 
protocol will not be repeated.” Endo seemed to have forgotten 
something. “Oh, pardon me. My name is Endo, I’m senior 
superintendent of the Criminal Affairs Bureau.” 

“Pleased to meet you,” Vasili said. “Vasili Loginovski, owner of this 
club. I was just telling your officer that we would be more than happy 
to respond to any requests. With the proper paperwork, of course.” 

Mei knew that this piece of theater was for her benefit. She had 
noticed the look of recognition that passed between the two men. 

“Again, my deepest apologies,” Endo said obsequiously. 

“Thank you, Senior Superintendent,” Vasili said. “It’s nice to know 
that some civil servants still have a sense of professionalism.” 

“Let’s go,” Endo growled at Mei. 

Mei looked at the heavy black curtains blocking the way into the 
club as she was ushered out by Endo. She wondered just what he was 
hiding behind them. 

“Tll_ see you soon, Detective Kimura,” Vasili called out. 
“Real soon.” 


Chapter Twenty 


“Just what the fuck did you think you were doing back there?” Endo 
snarled. 

“My job.” 

“Your job? Entering a private establishment without a warrant is 
not your job. In fact, it’s against the law.” 

“J just went up to debrief a witness. She wasn’t wearing her 
respirator and felt more comfortable being inside.” 

“That still doesn’t make what you did back there legal. Any 
evidence you gathered that way would be inadmissible in court. 
Besides, that man is not the target here.” 

“Vasili Loginovski? One of the highest-ranking criminals in Tokyo? 
He’s not a target? Why the fuck not?” 

Endo stared at her for a long pause before answering. 

“Listen, Detective. There is an order and a process for everything. 
There is a chain of command at work here, in which you are close to 
the bottom and I am close to the top. You are not setting the agenda 
here, I am. And you are showing me that you are incapable of 
following the orders you have been given. Am I correct in that 
assumption?” 

“No, sir, Iam capable of following—” 

“Because if that is the case,” Endo continued over her, “I have half 
a mind to bust your ass down to one of the regional police branches. 
Maybe see how you like policing the ruins on the outskirts of 
Fukushima. How does that sound? Let’s see how far your holier-than- 
thou independent streak works for you while you’re manning the 
tollbooth outside of the flaming wreckage of the Fukushima plant. 
Just don’t forget your lead body suit and two million SPF sunscreen 
while you’re up there.” 

Mei remained quiet as Endo fumed and sputtered until his anger 
had burned itself out. 

“T’'m going to sleep on this,” Endo said. “Removing you from this 
case would have negative repercussions for me, personally. But that’s 
how I’m leaning. I’ll notify you of my decision in the morning.” 

“May I say something in my defense, sir?” 

“No. Turn in your firearm until further notice.” 

Mei gritted her teeth but removed her weapon and slid it across 


the table. 
“Dismissed.” 


It was late by the time Mei left the meeting room after getting chewed 
out by Endo. She made her way to her desk to clear out for the night, 
only to find Kentaro waiting for her. He did not look pleased, but in 
her fury, Mei missed this. 

“T can’t fucking believe how this place works!” Mei hissed. “Half of 
these guys are useless and the rest are dirty!” 

“What happened?” 

Mei slumped into a chair. “He might bust me down to a local 
division in Fukushima. [ll know in the morning, I guess.” 

“Fucking hell, Kimura. Your job is to build a case, not grind your 
little personal vendetta. You could have just fucked this case with that 
hotheaded bullshit.” 

Mei was stung by the anger in his voice, but instead of backing 
down she responded in kind. 

“How can you say that? He apologized to him! That rat bastard 
Endo actually apologized to Vasili! The guy who just had one of our 
witnesses burned to death.” 

Kentaro looked stricken. “Well, if we’re casting blame for that one, 
I’d say we both deserve a healthy portion of it ourselves.” 

“We’re not the ones that lit the match! And even if Vasili didn’t do 
it himself, he sure as shit engineered it. I mean, the guy is one of the 
biggest heavies in the city!” 

“Until that’s been proven in a court of law, he’s just a civilian. And 
without a warrant, you just trespassed on him.” 

“Goddammit, Kentaro, whose side are you on?” 

He regarded her coolly. “The law. I’m on the side of the law. 
Where the fuck do you stand?” 


Mei trudged up the stairs to her apartment. Her anger had burned out, 
leaving her with a sick emptiness in the pit of her stomach. Her job 
was everything to her, and now she might lose that. What would she 
do then? What if they really did bust her down to a local division? 
There was no way she would be able to work her way back to Tokyo, 
not in her lifetime. 

These thoughts were tormenting her when she inserted her key 


into the lock, to the point that the loose tumblers almost didn’t 
register with her. But as the door swung open, she froze in place. The 
tumblers had never rattled like that before. 

Automatically, she reached for her firearm, only to remember that 
it had been taken from her earlier tonight. Now she was starting to 
think that had been done on purpose. She debated whether to call for 
backup, but if Endo was in on this, then calling for backup wouldn’t 
help. Fuck it, she thought as she moved into her apartment. 

She didn’t get far. 

As soon as she was inside and walking down the hall, someone 
shot out of one of the closets and slammed into her from behind. Mei 
went sprawling, but was able to twist enough as she fell to land an off- 
balance blow to her assailant. This had little effect, and soon her 
attacker was clambering in the narrow entryway to get on top and pin 
her down. As he did, she saw his face and recognized him as one of 
Vasili’s cronies, with his goatee and slicked-back hair. Figures. 

Before he could get her pinned, she bucked her legs up to throw 
him off-balance. Then she grabbed his shirt with a free hand and 
pulled him down hard, smashing the bony part of her forehead into 
his nose. He rolled off her, grunting and gurgling blood as he went. 
Other than that, he didn’t make a sound. 

She rolled the other direction, getting unsteadily to her feet and 
crouching down low in her starting jiu-jitsu stance. He sized her up 
with a quick glance. They feinted and lunged a few times, neither 
connecting. Then, spotting a weak point, her attacker came in fast and 
low. She went for a grab, only to have him instantly sidestep her 
move, grab her wrist, and slam her body into the wall. When she tried 
to break free, he twisted her wrist. It wasn’t hard, but it was enough 
to send a bolt of pain radiating throughout her whole arm. 

“Hold still,” he said, quickly cuffing one hand and then the 
other behind her. 

“Shit!” she hissed. 

He didn’t say anything. He just marched her down the hallway and 
into the kitchen. The first thing Mei saw was Vasili’s other assistant 
leaning against the wall in the corner. She had her arms folded against 
her chest and a twisted grin on her face. 

The next thing Mei saw was Vasili’s hulking mass sitting behind 
her kitchen table. He eyed her impassively before motioning for her to 
sit down at her own table. 

“Please!” he said amiably. 


Chapter Twenty-One 


“'.. but really, aside from getting shot at, it’s not such a bad gig. I’ve 
been driving for Yamata Security now for about eight years, and I’ve 
only been attacked three times. Or actually, my bagmen were attacked 
two times, only once for me in the vehicle. Dumb fuckers must not 
have known we can electrify these bad boys. Let me tell you 
something, you have no idea what that much electricity can do to a 
human body. Let’s just say it put me off barbecue for a while! And 
that’s saying something, because my wife makes the best ...” 

Hino glanced over at his driver for the night and sighed to himself. 
His earpiece crackled to life. 

“Hey, Hino, think you can turn the speaker off back here? Tired of 
listening to this guy.” 

“What’d Tomioka want back there?” asked the driver. He wasn’t 
wearing an earpiece of his own. 

“Said he can’t hear you that well. Wanted me to turn the volume 
up for him.” Hino gave the knob a crank. 

“You absolute dick,” Tomioka said in his ear. 

“Now my brother-in-law works on the Barrier, and let me tell you, 
those guys have it rough. You think the fog is bad here in the city? 
You should see it out there! He says that sometimes they’re pouring 
concrete and can’t even see five feet in front of them. You know, 
because most of the heavy industry is out that way, the ones pumping 
this shit into the air. He told me about this one guy who got turned 
around in the fog and actually fell into the mold while they were 
pouring a foundation. At least that’s what they think happened, never 
found the guy ...” 

Hino started to tune him out again. God, this guy could talk. He 
almost hadn’t wanted to take this job, but they were paying time and 
a half plus a hazard bonus for a single drop-off. What could go wrong? 

He tuned into the driver for a bit to make sure he wasn’t missing 
anything important, but then quickly tuned out again. Now the guy 
was going on about the politics of the Barrier, and Hino heard enough 
uninformed opinions on that every time he went drinking. 

Instead, he turned his attention out the window towards the 
highway. It was largely deserted at this time of night, with only a few 
other cars here and there. The only other thing out there to break the 


monotony was the streetlamps, which spread a circle of yellow light 
over the pavement every hundred feet or so. 

Just then he caught sight of a tow truck off on the wide berm of 
the road to the left. The tow truck driver was readying a winch on the 
back of his vehicle to haul up a clunker. It was gone in an instant as 
the armored vehicle hurtled by, too fast to get a good look. But there 
was something about it that bothered him, even if he couldn’t exactly 
put his finger it. 

“Hey! Kid! Hey, Hino! You listening to me?” 

“Huh? Sorry, must have drifted off there for a second.” 

“T can start my story over, if you need me—” 

“In a minute. Did anything seem strange to you about that tow 
truck back there?” 


As soon as the armored vehicle passed, Takeshi scrambled up onto the 
truck’s flatbed. There he hooked his harness into the carabiners 
attached to the end of the crane’s arm. 

“Go!” he shouted into his headset. 

Up front, Johnny put the truck into gear. He began accelerating as 
fast as he could, abandoning the junker car they had brought as a 
decoy. 

“Smoky, this is the Bandit,” Johnny said into his own headset. 
“Target is heading your way. Fast.” 

“Roger that, Bandit,” Pura said. 

Pura put his own truck in gear and pulled onto the expressway 
about two miles ahead of the armored vehicle. Satoshi sat on the back 
of the truck cross-legged, mentally preparing himself for the coming 
battle. He had taken a Dextro-MXE capsule a few minutes back. The 
effects were already beginning to kick in. 

Dextro-MXE (commonly pronounced “Dextro-Mex”), a combination 
of dextromethorphan and methoxetamine, could induce in the user an 
altered perception of time. That is, when it was dosed correctly. 
Getting just the right amount to avoid side effects was nearly 
impossible. 

Users experienced a marked slowing of time. For some, like 
Satoshi, it was like experiencing each moment in time as a single, 
discrete frame. Perfect for high-stakes situations. Other people saw the 
user’s response time as being slightly faster. Having a few extra 
milliseconds of reaction time when someone started swinging their 
gun your way, for example, could make the difference between getting 
shot and getting the drop on the other person. 


It had taken Satoshi a great deal of trial-and-error to get to the 
point where he could dose properly to achieve the desired effect. Even 
then, from time to time he still suffered some of the undesired side 
effects (dizziness, nausea, anxiety, even dissociation, hallucinations, 
and paranoia at times). 

Satoshi was trying to center himself now that the plan was in 
motion. They had gone through every step in great detail and laid 
everything out in sequence. Satoshi and Takeshi had foregone their 
usual respirator and Demron overcoat ensemble for lightweight 
bulletproof vests and goggles. Takeshi had a small handgun strapped 
to his thigh, while Satoshi had his own handgun plus a large shotgun 
strapped to his back via a tearaway strap. Both of them had large 
duffel bags and an assortment of other tools affixed to the end of the 
truck with rubber bands. That way they were secure, but would tear 
away easily when needed. 

Now, as Pura brought the truck up to full speed on the highway, 
Satoshi saw the road disappearing behind them as a series of fast- 
moving single-frame snapshots. The major discrepancy in each frame 
was the red-and-black armored vehicle fast approaching them. He 
breathed in, then out. Calmly. In, and then out, as the armored vehicle 
loomed larger. 

“You ready?” Pura said over his headset. 

“Ready.” 

“Then let’s rob this stagecoach.” 

All four men raised the bandanas bunched around their throats up 
over their mouths and got into position. 


“Hang on, something isn’t right here.” Hino was sitting up straighter 
in his seat now. “Hey, Tomioka, get ready back there. We might have 
trouble.” 

“Roger.” 

“What is it?” the driver asked. 

Hino unhooked the clasp holding his gun in place and did the same 
for the shotgun sitting in a standing rack on the floor. 

“That truck back there. The one gaining on us fast.” 

“The tow truck? What about it?” 

“It’s not a tow truck, it’s a flatbed. And we’re coming up on 
another one just like it.” 

“Oh, fuck!” yelled the driver. 

Before he could slam on the brakes, the two trucks converged. 
They smashed into the armored vehicle from each side, wedging it up 


between the two vehicles. 
“Stop!” Hino shouted. 
“T can’t!” 


“Go!” Pura and Johnny shouted in unison. 

“Going!” came the responses from Satoshi and Takeshi. 

Both men stood up from their crouches at the back of their trucks 
and ran to the ends of their respective cranes. The crane arms had 
each been fitted with swiveling attachments that were locked so that 
they would only move in a forty-five-degree angle inward towards the 
armored vehicle. Working with some spec sheets of the armored 
transport company’s vehicles, they had calculated exactly where their 
drivers would need to hit the vehicles to give them the optimal range 
of motion. Both Pura and Johnny had largely hit their marks, though 
Johnny was about a foot behind where he wanted to be, giving 
Takeshi a bit of a reach to get to the armored car. 

Once clipped in, both men pushed off from the trailer hitches at 
the ends of their trucks, sending them flying in towards the armored 
vehicle in smooth arcs from the ends of their swiveling crane arms. 
They quickly set two explosive charges each, one at every corner of 
the door. Then Takeshi set a fifth charge over the door handle as 
Satoshi swung back to his truck, where he removed the shotgun that 
had been strapped to his back. He looked over to see Takeshi swing 
back away from the door, just as all three vehicles lurched hard to the 
right. 

“Clear!” 

Takeshi nodded and blew the door. The force of the blast was 
nearly enough to blow the door off. It hung on a single hinge at its 
lower left corner for a few moments before falling away. The heavy 
metal door sent sparks flying as it bounced and clattered down the 
highway. Satoshi was about to swing back when the vehicle lurched 
again, this time to the left, making him lose his footing. 

“Keep it steady now!” Satoshi yelled into his headset. 

He lined himself up to swing back over. 

“Trying!” came the reply. “He’s not making it easy!” 

Yeah, why would he? Satoshi thought as he swung _ back 
towards the door. 


“Radio, this is vehicle forty-three, we’re under attack. Repeat: we’re 
under attack on the Metropolitan Expressway Route 5 just beyond 
Misono. We are unable to stop. Requesting immediate assistance. 
Attackers appear armed and dangerous.” 

“Roger that, vehicle forty-three,” crackled the reply over the radio. 
“Assistance is on the way. Stop as soon as you can and deploy the 
defense system.” 

“Roger that,” Hino said. 

“T don’t know if we can.” The driver was sweating, apparently on 
the verge of panic. 

“Can’t you stop?” Hino asked, removing his gun from its holster. 

The driver slammed on the brakes, causing the vehicle to lurch 
hard. But it didn’t slow them down much. 

“They’ve got us wedged up somehow! I don’t have much contact 
with the ground!” 

“Can you electrify us?” 

“Not unless we’re fully stopped!” 

“Dammit!” 

“Well, do something about it!” 

As the driver yelled, he threw himself into the wheel, causing the 
vehicles to shudder. 

Hino slid open the small window that served as a gun port on his 
side of the vehicle. He angled himself to take aim at the fat dude 
driving the other truck, who was just a few feet away. The other 
driver was leaning into his own wheel, glancing back and forth 
between the armored vehicle and the road ahead. He glanced over and 
seemed to notice Hino taking aim for his head, but his face didn’t 
register any fear. Hino fired. 

The glass spiderwebbed where his bullets struck, but the glass 
held. All he was doing was making it harder for the other driver to 
see. And that wasn’t good enough. 

“Tt’s bulletproof!” he shouted, starting to panic. 

“Of course it is!” the driver shouted, frantically twisting the wheel. 
“Shoot the tires!” 

Hino looked out. The front of the vehicle had been retrofitted with 
metal plating that stuck out and over the front tires. This made it 
nearly impossible to hit them from his angle. 

“Shit, they’ve covered it! I don’t have a clear shot.” 

“Can you get a better angle? Or ricochet a shot off the pavement?” 

Hino hadn’t thought of that. He angled himself as best he could 
and fired. 


Satoshi swung back in front of the gaping hole in the back of the 
armored vehicle, then instantly kicked himself back over towards his 
truck. As expected, several rounds of gunfire followed him as he 
swung back. When it stopped, he tried again, this time hooking his 
feet under the armored vehicle’s bumper. He raised his shotgun and 
pulled the trigger. 

He didn’t have to be a master marksman with a shotgun at this 
range to take out his target. The rubber round caught the man right in 
the chest. Even with a round of rubber ammunition hitting him in his 
bulletproof vest, the sole defender in the back of the vehicle went 
down instantly. 

“We’re good!” he said. “Let’s start unloading.” 

With that, he unclipped and pulled himself into the cab of the 
armored vehicle. He was followed quickly by Takeshi. 

“Hey, that guy’s still moving!” Takeshi said, pointing to the guard 
writhing on the floor. 

Satoshi looked down as he unfolded one of his duffel bags, then 
removed his shotgun from his back again. He pumped it once and 
then fired another rubber round directly into the guard’s stomach 
from point-blank range, sending him into a fresh spasm. 

Given the guard’s body armor, it wouldn’t be enough to kill him. 
But the shotgun had enough kick to break a few ribs at such close 
range, rubber pellets or no. This was Satoshi’s compromise to get the 
guard out of the picture without killing him. After all, he was just 
doing his job. Same way they were. 

Satoshi and Takeshi set about scooping the large shrink-wrapped 
bricks of cash into their bags from the shelves on either side of the 
vehicle. The constant lurching made it difficult, but they were able to 
quickly fill three of the four bags they’d brought despite the 
movement of the vehicles. 

“Start taking these out! I’ll fill the last one!” Takeshi said into his 
headset. 

“Roger!” 

Satoshi went to clip himself and the first bag into the crane. 
Suddenly, the armored car lunged sharply to the right, sending him 
sprawling into the shelving on the side of the vehicle. 

“Fuck!” Pura shouted. 

That was the moment when things stopped going right slowly and 
started going wrong very quickly. 


Chapter Twenty- | wo 


Vasili eyed Mei placidly for a long while without speaking. She 
refused to break his gaze. After a moment, Vasili’s attention was 
drawn to his assistant, who was now busy hawking up blood into her 
sink and washing his face. When he turned around, Mei got a slight 
hit of satisfaction from seeing that his face was still smeared with 
blood. Looked like she had broken his nose too. 

“You alright?” Vasili asked in heavily accented English. 

“Fine, fine.” 

“And her,” Vasili said, nodding his head in Mei’s direction. “Your 
assessment?” 

His assistant smiled appreciatively and nodded his head. “Yeah, 
not bad! A little slow, maybe, and her style’s a bit orthodox. But 
certainly creative when pressed.” 

Vasili grunted and turned to Mei. “That is most I hear Jun say in 
one stretch in long time. You made quite an impression, it seems.” 

Mei remained impassive. 

“Eh, you speak English?” 

Mei just glared at him. He sighed. 

“Very well, we shall speak Japa—” Vasili started to say in guttural 
Japanese. 

“Jesus, yes, I speak English.” 

“Oh good,” he said, slipping back into English like a man putting 
on an ill-fitting glove. “Well, I will dispense with formalities. Is like 
we are good friends already.” 

Mei said nothing. She was regretting her decision to let him speak 
English. His Japanese was ugly, but his English was a bloodbath. Just 
articles being massacred left and right. 

“T will get to point. You are trying to catch serial killer. I also want 
him caught. So I propose we work together to accomplish this. Not 
directly, of course, but through my associates, if you will.” 

“T will not.” 

“T have many contacts, many friends, many people who tell me 
many things. My resources can be of assistance in your investigation.” 

“Thank you for your offer. But you’ve got to understand my 
reluctance to accept your help.” 

“Which is?” 


“You’re a criminal. It would be a deal with the devil.” 

“Nothing is proven. Is rumor and lies. I’m foreign businessman in 
Japan, people say things that aren’t true to hurt me.” 

“We'll see about that.” 

“Besides, even if I were criminal, there is long history of 
cooperation between criminals and police in Japan. Think back to 
Mitsuru Asuhara. He cooperated with police for years, turning in 
criminals, giving information, bringing them gifts. They said he was 
on first-name basis with everyone at local police station. In exchange, 
police agree not to enforce some bad laws, let him operate in peace.” 

“Of course they cooperated. He had the families of two cops that 
wouldn’t go along with him murdered. Kids and all.” 

“Eh, I don’t know this side of story. Point is, we can help each 
other more by cooperating than by fighting.” 

“And what if I say no? You’re going to kill my family?” 

“Why bother? Is just father now. Besides, if you say no, you will 
not be troubling me. Not from Fukushima.” 

There it was. He wasn’t even playing coy anymore. Endo was just a 
puppet, with Vasili pulling the strings—making his voice come out 
from Endo’s mouth. 

“And why would you help me?” Mei asked. “What do you get 
out of it?” 

Vasili laughed. “Do not be stupid. What do I get out of it? He killed 
close personal friend and business associate of mine. I owe him for 
that. Plus, earnings suffer when people are afraid to go out for fear of 
getting killed. Is bad for business.” 

“What a humanitarian.” 

“And naturally, if someone is wanting to frame me, is in my best 
interest to stop them. Is not so hard to understand, no?” 

Mei scoffed. “Framing you? All the evidence points to you being 
the killer.” 

“Of course it does. That is what framing means. I am gentle man, 
soft like lamb. Everyone say so.” He looked over his shoulder at his 
assistants, who both nodded vigorously. Though the woman seemed to 
be suppressing a smile. 

“T could not hurt fly,” Vasili continued with a smile. After a beat, 
the smile vanished, replaced by a malevolent intensity. “But if I 
wanted someone to hurt fly for me, I could have it done quietly, 
professionally. Bam!” He smashed one massive hand down on the 
table hard enough to make the window rattle. “No more fly! No more 
problem! So why would I _ kill fly in obvious way? 
In unprofessional way?” 

Mei considered this. It was a point that had been gnawing at her. 
This wasn’t the usual style of killings from the Kaisha, but she had 


largely brushed over this in her haste. 

“So how do you see this ... collaboration working?” she asked. 

“We share, like good friends do. I tell you what we know, you tell 
us what you know. We work together to put this murdering bastard 
away faster. Is less deal with devil and more ... let’s say mutually 
beneficial collaboration.” 

“With the devil,” Mei added. 

“Sure, fine, whatever. What is your answer?” 

Mei didn’t reply right away. Her head was swirling, and she was 
being pulled apart down the center. There was no way she could deal 
with this scum. But if she didn’t ... 

“Okay, let me try that again,” Vasili said. 

He was growing irritated, losing his patience. 

“T rephrase. We work together to catch killer faster, which is in 
both our interests. Is option one. Or you go to ghost town that used to 
be Fukushima, where you join hazard crews. Is option two.” 

Mei still said nothing. 

“T hear that since it catch fire it has burned for nearly four years 
straight now. Radiation so bad nothing survive long there. Everything 
gray, dead, lifeless. Of course, maybe you like it there. Maybe you 
thrive in that environment, I don’t know.” 

Mei swallowed hard and put her elbows on the table. She covered 
her mouth with her hands. 

“Tf I do this for you, it’s a onetime thing. We work together on this 
and this alone. Once we catch this bastard, I go right back to trying to 
put you away.” 

“Detective Kimura, I expect nothing less from you.” He leaned 
forward with one giant paw held out. “We have deal?” 

Mei had to swallow harder this time to dislodge the lump in her 
throat. She stuck out her own hand, which was quickly swallowed 
up by his. 

“We have deal,” she said sadly. 

“Oh, is not so bad. We can do good work together. Fight evil, save 
lives. Two heads are better than one, yes? Is saying.” 

“Sure. Another saying goes something like ‘People who fight 
monsters should be careful to not become one themselves.” 

The woman smirked. “Close enough, I guess.” 

Vasili looked at Mei for a long while without speaking. Then he 
smiled. 

“So I am monster? Yes? You think I am criminal? Hmm? Want 
nothing more than to see me in jail, right? Well, you may get your 
wish, but be careful what you wish for. Maybe you think you know 
how world works. You think is good guys and bad guys, and you’re 
good and I’m bad. But real life ... is more complicated. Shades of gray 


within shades of gray.” 

Mei scoffed, trying to look hard. “I never would have made a deal 
with the devil if I had known he was so fucking boring.” 

Vasili laughed. “That’s funny! You’re funny! Funny policewoman!” 
His smile died suddenly. “You can laugh, but I will say this: when you 
peer behind the curtain and see the machinery actually at work, it 
changes you. Because only thing worse than this machine running is if 
it were to grind to a halt.” 

And without another word, Vasili and his assistants departed. Mei 
was left Mei to puzzle over his cryptic comments, in the apartment 
that she no longer felt safe in. 

She honestly didn’t know if selling her soul to keep her job was the 
right choice, but she sincerely doubted it. She found herself wondering 
what her father would do in this situation. That just upset her more, 
because she knew even he would have walked away from this with his 
integrity intact. But not his daughter. 

No longer needing to act tough, Mei walked to her bedroom and 
looked out from the window. The bright lights of the city reflected off 
the tears that streamed silently down her cheeks. 


Chapter Twenty-Three 


“Got it!” Hino shouted. 

He was finally able to get a bullet to ricochet off the concrete 
below into the other truck’s tire. He knew he’d hit it because the outer 
tire instantly sagged as it deflated, then got sucked under the inner 
tire. This caused the truck to lurch away from them, giving his driver 
a chance to pull their vehicle to the right somewhat before the other 
vehicle recovered and slammed back into them. 

The driver stood on the brakes. And while they were still wedged 
between the two trucks, they seemed to have better contact with the 
road now. So when he jammed on the brakes, it sent their vehicle 
careening from side to side, pulling the other trucks with it. 

“Can you stop us?” 

“Tm trying!” the driver shouted. 

He began pumping the brakes, which caused the three large 
vehicles to shudder and shake back and forth. But somehow the other 
trucks still had them wedged up enough to keep them rushing forward 
like a runaway train. 

“What about just holding the brakes down?” 

“Here goes!” 

He slammed on the brakes. All three vehicles slowed down, but it 
wasn’t enough to stop them. Hino wondered just what the hell had 
they done to soup those trucks up enough to get such power. They 
were hauling a nine-ton armored vehicle between them like it was a 
plastic toy truck. 

“Can you take out another tire?” 

“Tll try!” Just then something occurred to Hino. “Hey, Tomioka, 
how you holding up back there?” 

No answer. 

“Tomioka?” 


K*K* 


“Fuck!” 
“Hold it steady up there!” Satoshi shouted. 
“They got one of my tires! And I think ... fuck, yeah, I’m 


leaking fluids here.” 

“What?” Johnny said. 

“Gas. My tank is draining fast. Make it quick!” Pura shouted. 

Moving as quickly as he could, Satoshi unhooked the bag of cash 
and lashed it in place on the truck bed with the bungee cords. He was 
just about to swing back to the armored vehicle when he saw Takeshi 
fumbling to clip himself into his own crane arm, which had a duffel 
bag hanging from it. 

“Hey, secure that b—” 

Satoshi never finished the sentence. What he saw took the words 
out of his mouth. 

Satoshi saw the next sequence of events through the filter of his 
altered perception, courtesy of the Dextro-MXE thudding through his 
veins. Each moment of it was seared into his brain as if in single-frame 
camera stills. 

Takeshi’s hands fumbling with the carabiner. 

Click. 

Takeshi’s chest arching out, as if pushed from behind. 

Click. 

Takeshi’s eyes widening in surprise as another slug caught him 
higher. 

Click. 

The force of the slugs pitching Takeshi’s body forward, while in 
the same moment the strap from his harness fell from his grip. 

Click. 

Takeshi’s eyes bulging outward in surprise and shock, as a third 
round slammed into the back of his neck. The bag burst on the 
pavement in an explosive flurry of paper money. 

Click. 

A red flower blooming out of Takeshi’s neck. 

Click. 

The crimson blossom flowering into thin strands of blood in the 
air. Takeshi’s body continuing its downward descent to the waiting 
pavement below. 

Click. 

Satoshi screaming. 


When Takeshi’s body hit the pavement, it looked like it was torn 
backwards away from the speeding vehicles. Satoshi turned back 
around, pulling his sidearm from its holster as he swung back over to 
the hole in the armored vehicle. 


He tried to ignore the sounds of Takeshi’s body thudding against 
the pavement, the sounds of his bones breaking. He was still 
screaming, though by now it had turned into a roar of fury. Somehow, 
he could still hear Takeshi’s body over everything else. 

He saw the guard propped up in the back of the vehicle, his gun 
raised. Satoshi unleashed a volley of gunfire. The first two caught the 
guard high in his vest, and the third went by his left ear and hit the 
metal wall behind him. But the fourth went through his face mask, 
about where his eye would be. The inside of his clear face mask was 
suddenly coated red. 

“What’s going on? What happened?” came a shout over the 
headset. 

“Takeshi ... they got ... Takeshi,” was all he managed to say. 

“Oh fuck, man, no,” Johnny said. 

“Finish up and get out of there,” Pura said. “I’m leaking fast. Don’t 
know how long I have.” 

Just then the armored vehicle heaved to the right. Satoshi grabbed 
another one of the bags and made his way towards the back. The 
vehicle was lurching heavily now as the driver pumped the brakes 
repeatedly. 

“Satoshi, get out of there! They’re almost free!” Pura yelled. 

Moving as quickly as he could despite the unsteady motion of the 
vehicle, Satoshi hooked the bag to the crane, then lunged back for 
another. Now both Pura and Johnny were yelling at him over the 
headset. The vehicle was slowing considerably. He grabbed another 
bag and ran back to the exit. The armored vehicle’s tires were 
screeching on the pavement as it ground to a halt. 

Without clipping his harness in, Satoshi grabbed the hook at the 
end of the crane with his free arm and pushed off. A split second later, 
the armored vehicle worked its way loose from the trucks and came to 
a screeching stop. The crane hit its stopper and rebounded back, 
sending Satoshi and the bags of money back towards the vehicle. 

Satoshi missed hitting the now-electrified vehicle by inches, but 
one of the bags suspended from the hook touched it. It erupted into 
flame upon contact, sending flames arcing past Satoshi’s face. It took 
him a few tries before he was able to hook his foot around the trailer 
bed and pull himself back onto Pura’s truck. 

Back on the truck, Satoshi unhooked the flaming, burning bag of 
money and let it fall on the highway behind the vehicle. It fell to the 
ground, igniting the thin stream of gas leaking from under the truck. 
This sent a stream of fire racing down the highway in the direction 
they had come. He looked on as it went back past the armored vehicle 
that was now safely electrified. Satoshi watched it all the way until 
they pulled off the expressway to limp home in their battered trucks. 


Satoshi ripped off the headset and threw it down on the bed next 
to him. He put his head in his hands and began sobbing. 


“Rubber rounds?!” Johnny shouted. “What the fuck were you doing 
using rubber bullets?!” 

“T didn’t want to kill anyone.” 

“And instead you killed one person and got our friend killed in the 
process!” 

Satoshi didn’t answer; he just looked at the floor. 

“Did Takeshi know?” 

“Johnny,” Pura said from his corner. 

“No, did Takeshi know you were using nonlethal rounds? Did he 
get a say?” 

“No. He didn’t know.” 

Johnny just clenched his fists above his head and walked around as 
if he was debating whether to put them to use. After pacing around 
for a while, he finally collapsed into a chair, seemingly spent. 

“How much did we get?” 

Pura looked up from the table in the corner where they had the 
money laid out. He just shook his head. “Not much. Not much at all.” 

“What? We got two big bags!” Satoshi said. 

Pura held up a handful of raggedy bills. Some of them were too 
filthy to even register as banknotes. Others had been torn, ripped, 
mangled, or shredded beyond usability. 

“Fuck, man, look at this shit!” Johnny said. 

Pura nodded. “If I had to guess, I’d say only about half of the bills 
are still spendable. And most of what we got were one-thousand-yen 
and five-thousand-yen notes. We made about enough to repair the 
damage done to the trucks and bury Takeshi.” 

Satoshi looked at the worthless money and felt his stomach sink. 
The sickening loss of his friend and the aftereffects of the Dextro-MXE 
combined to produce a feeling of intense nausea in him. 

“Fuck!” he screamed, pounding the table with a closed fist. 

He picked up a metal trash can and threw it against the wall. As it 
fell dented to the floor, he collapsed forward and screamed in anger 
and frustration. 

“Why? Huh? Why the fuck did that guard kill Takeshi to protect 
useless money? Huh? Why the fuck did I have to kill? For what?” 

Nobody had an answer. 

“Fucking senseless, is what it is.” 


Chapter Twenty-Four 


When Mei awoke after a few hours of uneasy sleep, she felt sick to her 
stomach. Too bad, she told herself. Enough of this self-pitying bullshit. 
You’ve got work to do. 

Because she had a serial killer to catch before he killed again. 
Because she had to catch him while a gangster (who might be behind 
the killings himself) loomed over her shoulder. Because she had to do 
it under the watchful gaze of a senior superintendent who hated her, 
with a partner whose trust she had burned to the ground. 

Illegitimi non carborundum, she told herself. That was her new 
motto. And she better fucking live it if she hoped to catch this bastard. 

This brave new outlook of hers lasted the entirety of the train ride 
into Shibuya, right up until she approached the NPA building. The 
exact moment it disappeared was when she saw Endo standing on the 
front steps, talking to Kentaro. Kentaro nodded curtly and excused 
himself, leaving her with Endo. 

“So.” 

Endo said it as neither a question nor a statement. It sounded more 
like a challenge that hung in the air. 

“So.” 

“You’ve made your decision.” 

“T have. But you already knew that, didn’t you?” 

Endo nodded. He smiled. 

“T did. Glad to have you on board.” 


K*K* 


“Hey! How’d it go? You rich yet?” 

Ryu’s smile dropped when he saw the expression on Satoshi’s face 
as he stood in the door. 

“Not exactly. Can I talk to you for a few minutes?” 

Ryu nodded and held the door open for him. Yellow light from the 
frosted glass windows streamed into the empty bar as the two men 
took a seat. 

“Oh fuck, man, oh fuck,” Ryu said when Satoshi finished his story. 
“And Takeshi, he didn’t ... I mean, did he ...?” 


“He didn’t make it.” 

“Shit, man, sorry for the bad advice. Ill go back to 
my contact and—” 

“That’s not necessary,” Satoshi said. “But I have another 
favor to ask.” 

“Anything.” 

“T need you to get a message out for me. To Masa.” 

“Hey, man, I don’t have a direct line to Masa or anything. I’ve seen 
him, I dunno, maybe twice in the last few months. He’s practically a 
ghost.” 

“Look, just get a message out there, okay? Whether it reaches him 
or not, that’s not on you.” 

“Alright, what’s the message?” 

“Just let it be known that I want to meet with him. A parlay. 
Tomorrow evening at five, at our usual spot.” 

“What spot?” 

“He’ll know what that means.” 

Ryu nodded. “Alright, Pll do what I can. But I can’t guarantee 
nothing.” 

“That’s all I ask.” 


Vasili sat in the back of his SUV, staring out the window at the city as 
the dark afternoon sky gave way to night. 

“What do you want to do about this sit-down with Chobei that 
Yoshii asked for?” Jun asked. 

Vasili looked out the window, then rubbed his brow. “It’s on, until 
further notice. As far as we know, he doesn’t know anything yet. 
Right?” 

“Ym almost positive it hasn’t leaked,” Kameko said. “We would 
have felt that earthquake if it struck.” 

“But is really no way to be sure, is there?” 

“No, not entirely.” 

Vasili rubbed his face with one hand, which came to rest over his 
mouth as he stared out the window. 

“Well, then, business as usual.” 

“But you could ...” Jun trailed off. 

“Yes?” 

Jun turned around to look at his boss when they stopped at the 
next light. Vasili was disconcerted to see the look of concern on Jun’s 
face, where he was used to seeing only a stony calm. The crack in his 
assistant’s facade unnerved him slightly. 


“You could be walking into a trap.” 

“Eh, could be. But would be funny, if I got killed because of trap I 
set for someone else, right? Eh?” 

Jun and Kameko looked at one another in the front seat. 
Neither answered him. 

“Trust me, is very funny.” 


Hikaru was nearly falling out of his chair in the dive bar he used as 
the base for his operations. He was on hand to collect the take from 
his dealers, as they filtered in throughout the night to drop off their 
envelopes. Each one was stuffed with damp, grimy bills that had been 
exchanged in club bathrooms, under restaurant tables, and in back 
alleys for assorted pills and powders. 

Despite his drunkenness, it was not lost on him that much of this 
money was coming from the pills that his cousin Takemi had 
brought to him. 

He wanted to be anywhere but here right now, but he had to keep 
the money flowing. He had to collect the take so that he could give his 
cut to that Russian fuck. Just the cost of doing business. Without the 
syndicate’s muscle behind him, he would be on his own. Then he and 
his dealers would be pushed off their territory. Not that the protection 
afforded him had done anything for Takemi. 

Several days after Vasili had ruled against him in their sit-down, 
Takemi had disappeared along with his cop partner. Nobody had seen 
them since. He drained the rest of his gin and tonic to push the 
thought from his head. Somehow it just kept circling back. 

He leaned back and closed his eyes, only to be awoken a few 
minutes later by an envelope being slapped into his hands. Looking 
up, he saw one of his pushers sitting next to him. Knowing that each 
envelope contained money that his cousin had paid for in blood sent a 
fresh knife into his heart. Still, he had a duty to do and a crew to run. 
There was no bereavement leave in his line of work, so he quickly 
thumbed through the sweaty bills in the envelope. 

“Little light for a Thursday,” he said. 

“Yeah, well, not many people feel like partying with a killer out 
there. It’s like a ghost town in Shibuya right now.” 

“That’s too bad,” Hikaru slurred. “Because you still owe 
me the rest.” 

“How am I supposed to—” 

“Not my concern.” 

“What are you breaking my balls for, Hikaru? I’m trying here.” 


“Hey, I got my quotas too. Get it done, or I'll find 
someone that can.” 

“Fuck, man,” his dealer said, getting to his feet. “I guess shit really 
does flow downhill.” 

You have no idea, Hikaru thought as he slid the envelope 
into his bag. 

As he watched his man angrily push through the crowd at the bar, 
he felt his phone ringing and glanced at the name. Shit, he couldn’t 
ignore this call. If he didn’t answer, she would just keep calling. 

He stood up and walked over to the bar to turn the music down, 
his phone ringing insistently in his hand. After drunkenly fumbling 
with the remote with no luck, he reached behind the MP3 player and 
yanked the cord to the speaker. The music cut out suddenly, giving 
way to annoyed cries from the other patrons. Hikaru held up a middle 
finger to the room and drunkenly staggered partway down the 
hallway to the bathrooms, where it was quieter. He tried to pull 
himself together and concentrate on not slurring his words. 

“Hello? Yeah, hi, Auntie. How are ... No, me too. Have you ... Oh, 
okay. No, I’m out looking for him, asking around with some of his 
friends.” 

He hated himself now more than ever. 

“No, of course I’m going to keep looking ... What’s that? Exactly, 
he’s going to turn up, I just know it. Look, I haven’t given up hope, 
and ... and neither should you. Trust me, it’s going to be okay ... 
What’s that? ... Of course, I’ll call as soon as I find him ... Okay, 
goodbye.” 

As soon as he hung up, he staggered into the bathroom to throw 
up. Caustic alcohol-laced vomit splattered against the dirty toilet 
bowl. He cleaned himself up as best he could and went back to his 
table in the corner. 

Another one of his guys was waiting with an envelope when 
he got back. 


Hisoka looked up when she heard the soft wrapping at the doorway to 
the patient room and saw her friend Yuriko there waving at her. 
Hisoka had come in to quiet one of the young children on the ward 
who had been bawling all night. She had finally gotten him to fall 
asleep, albeit in her lap, leaving her afraid to get up for fear of waking 
him. She noticed that her shift had ended a quarter of an hour ago. 

“Breakfast?” Yuriko mouthed. 

“Yeah,” Hisoka whispered. “Help me with him.” 


They got the now peacefully-sleeping toddler back in his crib and 
were soon at a twenty four-hour diner favored by many of the night- 
shift hospital staff. Yuriko was proceeding to catch Hisoka up on her 
disastrous love-life over a breakfast of raw egg over rice 
and miso soup. 

“ .,. so around four in the morning he sits bolt upright and asks me 
what day it is tomorrow. I say Thursday and he’s like ‘Oh shit, my 
wife comes home early this morning. You gotta go.” 

“No!” 

“Yup. Kicked me out right then. The best part is he was frantically 
stripping the sheets off the bed as he was booting me out so he could 
wash them before she came home. I guess to get rid of any 
incriminating stains.” 

Hisoka smiled as she sipped her tea. “I don’t have any stories that 
bad from back in the day. But all the same, I don’t miss the dating 
scene.” 

“Yeah? How are things with you and Satoshi?” 

“They’re ... mostly good.” 

“He hasn’t asked you to kill anyone has he? Or, like, brought 
anyone home who was bleeding out and asked you to stitch them up 
or anything?” 

Hisoka’s smile faded. She really regretted letting it slip to Yuriko 
recently that Satoshi walked the Path. She shook her head. 

“Nothing like that. The worst I see is washing the occasional 
bloodstain out of his clothes.” 

“Are they his? Or ...?” 

“T stopped asking.” 

Yuriko shook her head. “How do you put up with it? I mean, no 
offense or anything,” she said, holding her hands up. “I just don’t 
know if I could date someone who’s on the Path.” 

“Tt causes problems, sure. But—“ 

“Like what? If you don’t mind my asking.” 

“Well, he tries not to talk about work too much, and sometimes the 
secrecy gets to me. He says it’s so he doesn’t incriminate me, or make 
me an accomplice. But it’s like there’s this huge barrier between us.” 

“T don’t know if I could live like that.” 

Hisoka shrugged. “I thought so too at one point, so we broke up. It 
was right when I found out what he was. I didn’t want any part of that 
life. We were broken up for about a month.” 

“What happened?” 

Hisoka chewed her lip. “Turns out it was harder living without him 
than it was being with him. I was sick to my stomach the entire 
month. Just heartbroken. He must have felt the same way, because 
one day when I left work he was there in the parking lot with an 


ashen look on his face waiting for me.” 

“What did he say?” 

“He just walked up and hugged me, and I bear-hugged him back. 
Finally, he looked at me and said, ‘I’m not a bad guy.’ I said, ‘I know.’ 
And just like that we were back together. That whole period made me 
realize that being with him is tough, but being apart from him is 
unbearable. The only thing that scares me about being with him now 
is losing him.” 

When Hisoka finally arrived home, exhausted and with her legs 
aching from spending the night on her feet, all she wanted to do was 
to crawl into bed. But as soon as she saw Satoshi huddled in the 
corner she knew that that possibility was gone. He only ever sat in the 
corner like that when something had gone wrong. Wordlessly, she 
walked over to him and sat beside him. He hugged her tightly. 

“Do you want to talk about it?” 

There was a long pause. “Yes, but ...” 

“But you can’t.” 

“Sorry.” 

She sighed and sat with him like that until they both fell asleep on 
the ground in each other’s arms. 


Chapter Twenty-Five 


“Yow’re full of shit, Goshi.” 

“Oh, tough talk coming from a fifth grader,” Goshi snorted. “If 
you’re so sure they don’t exist, why don’t you come underground with 
us next time?” 

“Fine, I will!” 

That stupid boast on the walk home from school Monday rang in 
Jung’s ears now, haunting him. How could he be so stupid to agree to 
go underground? All he could do now was keep a stiff upper lip and 
try not to look scared. He was kicking himself as they wound their 
way down the abandoned train tracks snaking their way to Tokyo 
Station. 

Once they arrived at the station building, they climbed up onto the 
platform, then made their way over to an entrance boarded up with 
warped plywood. 

Formerly one of the city’s largest transportation hubs, the station 
now lay dormant. One day, the other stations on the line located 
underground had flooded. One of the nearby reservoirs in Tokyo’s 
underground flood management system, already overwhelmed, had 
suddenly burst, flooding the deeper tunnels almost at once. The whole 
line had been shuttered overnight. When he’d asked if anyone had 
been riding the trains when it happened, his parents had just looked 
away without answering. Since then, he had heard rumors that 
sometimes they would find the bloated bodies of homeless people and 
others who had drowned when flash floods swept through the lines. 

“Scared?” Yori asked with a wicked grin as he held 
the plywood open. 

“T ain’t scared!” Jung said. 

It was a lie; he was terrified of actually going down there. But he 
couldn’t back down now, not in front of his older friends. 

“After you, then!” Yori said. 

Jung clicked on his flashlight and stepped into the darkness. His 
friends followed right behind. They walked down the stairs to the 
train lines below. The station had an underground arcade attached to 
it, which featured several restaurants and shops branching off from 
the underground train lines. This was where they were headed now. 

Jung’s flashlight swung around from side to side as he tried to 


illuminate everything at once. There was trash scattered all over the 
grimy floors, and the walls were caked with filth. As the light played 
over the wall, he saw the poster again. The one with the skeleton 
priestess that had been pasted all over town. 

They walked down to the empty underground mall, which had 
fallen into disrepair. Roots and earth had burst through the tile floors 
and concrete walls in places. Every surface was slick with a grimy 
dampness that seemed to chill the air. Dark mold spores appeared in 
patches on the damp walls, and covered puddles that had formed. At 
one point he stepped on a patch covering a puddle, soaking his foot in 
filthy water. 

“Don’t touch the mold,” Goshi warned. “It'll make you see things.” 

“Ts that trancespore?” Jung asked with wide eyes. 

“Yeah. I heard my parents talking about it. They said it makes 
people go crazy. Lots of people end up killing themselves when 
they’re on it.” 

Yori just shook his head. “Scary. You see that 
shit everywhere now.” 

“The Invited use it for their rituals,” Goshi said. 

“Did you see them last time you were down here?” Jung asked. 
“Did you see any of the Invited?” 

After a pause, Goshi said, “No, but we heard things.” 

“And there’s definitely some weird stuff under here.” 

“Like what?” Jung asked. 

“You'll see.” 

They soon entered a former UNIQLO clothing shop. The showroom 
was nearly empty, save for a few scattered hangers and overturned 
clothing racks. Jung noticed several skeletons hanging against the 
back wall. There were three of them, human by the looks of it. They 
had been nailed to the wall by the hands and now grinned down at 
him with gaping mouths and empty eye sockets. 

“There’s more in the back,” Goshi said, pushing through the door 
to the back area. 

Jung followed him into a narrow corridor with storerooms 
branching off of it. The hallway itself was lined with bones along the 
floor and walls, while others hung suspended from the ceiling. The 
smell was horrific, as some of the bones still contained putrefying bits 
of flesh on them. Yori pushed through it, however, and took them to 
one of the empty storerooms. 

Here there were more bones and complete skeletons, which looked 
like they had been arranged in tableaux. Most of them were clearly 
animal in origin; others appeared human. 

“What do you think they do down here?” Goshi asked. 

Jung didn’t answer. He didn’t want to think about it. 


“Hey, check this out!” Yori called out from somewhere further 
down the hallway. 

The other two hurried after him. They found him standing in the 
doorway to another storeroom. 

“This was locked the last time we were here,” Goshi said. 

“Look at this!” Yori said in awe as he walked into the room. 

There were several large mounds on the ground, each covered with 
what looked like trancespore. Jung had never seen such enormous 
clumps of it before. Dense purple-black tufts crowded over one 
another in pentagonal patches. The clumps differed from the 
trancespore they had seen further up. These ones had spores that 
looked like hooked fingers sprouting from them, 
almost beckoning them. 

“Have you ever seen those things coming out of them?” Yori asked. 

Goshi shook his head. 

“T’ve never seen it get that big before, either.” 

Jung was afraid to get too close for fear that even breathing it in 
would make him start seeing things. He saw one of the mounds 
pulsate as if it were breathing, and jumped back. 

“Let’s get out of here, guys. I don’t like it down here.” 

“What happened to all that tough talk from back on the surface?” 
Goshi said with a smile. 

Jung said nothing; he just glanced around uncomfortably. 

“Give us a few more minutes,” Yori said. “Let’s see what else 
is down here.” 

The three of them walked back out into the mall hallway. Jung 
wanted nothing more than to leave this place, but he was afraid to go 
alone. So he was stuck walking down deeper into the mall with the 
others. 

“Shh! I hear something!” Goshi said. 

Jung listened carefully in the still air trapped underground. He 
heard it too. Voices. Coming from up ahead. 

“Sounds like it came from that room!” Yori said. “Turn off your 
lights!” 

They crept to the doorway of another semi-boarded-up store and 
peered inside. In the large open area of the store, Jung saw a mass of 
huddled figures leaning forward as if in prayer. At the back of the 
room was an elevated platform once used to display products. Now, it 
was host to a ritual of some sort, illuminated only by flickering 
candlelight. 

Jung and his companions looked on from the relative safety of the 
darkness. He saw a thin man, wearing a red leather vest that was open 
to reveal a scarred chest. His face was painted white, save for large 
black circles around his eyes and on the tip of his nose. Black marks 


that looked like stitches covered his mouth and extended up his 
cheeks. When he moved his head, the markings almost seemed to shift 
and change, as if taking on a different expression. 

Off to the side, he could just make out the head of another man. 
He appeared to be crouching down, which would mean that the man 
was at least six feet tall. Next to the first man stood a young woman, 
who was naked from the waist up. She and the other converts in the 
audience listened to the man in rapt attention. 

“'.. for truly she is the Mother of Life, as well as the Mother of 
Death. For in the birth of her child Kagu-tsuchi she perished, 
consumed by the flames of the newborn. Her spirit passed to Yomi, 
the Shadowlands of the Dead, where her beloved found her. 

“And so too must all of the Invited pass through death to reach 
life. Are you ready to be tested?” 

“T am ready,” the woman replied. 

“Those that pass through Death may return to the living, while 
those that remain in Yomi give the living new life. Are you ready to be 
tested?” 

“T am ready.” 

“Then let us begin!” the priest said. 

He produced a gleaming metal knife. Light glinted off the blade 
and the jewels embedded in the handle and hilt as he waved it aloft. 
Now the crouching giant stood and took the knife from the priest. He 
was easily a head or two taller than the others, with powerful muscles 
painted black. 

“Do not fear the Mother of Death,” the speaker said. “For she 
welcomes you, as she welcomes us all!” 

With that, the giant held the knife up before plunging it into the 
woman’s stomach carefully, almost tenderly. The woman never 
flinched. She fell over backwards into the waiting arms of two men 
who rose from the shadows. 

Jung screamed. 

The huddled converts turned to face them. An enormous smile 
broke out upon the priest’s face. 

“Ah, welcome children! Come, join us! For you are invited!” 

Jung stood petrified in place, but Yori yanked his arm to get him 
moving. Goshi was already sprinting down the hallway towards the 
exit. As Jung started running, he could hear the man still calling 
out after them. 

“Do not run, children. She beckons for you! For you are invited! 
We are all invited!” 

When he returned home, Jung crept to his room and fell into a 
feverish sleep. The dreams he had were some of the most terrifyingly 
real visions he had ever seen, presided over throughout by the 


skeleton priest. As nightmarish visions played out in his mind, he 
could hear screaming coming from somewhere, which only made him 
more afraid. 

He awoke with a start to realize that his parents were in the room 
comforting him. It took him a moment to realize that he was still 
screaming. He tried to stop himself, tried to tell himself he was safe. 

But it was no use. Now he knew that they were out there. Hiding 
in the dark, just out of sight. Now Jung would never feel safe again. 

He screamed all the louder. 


Chapter Twenty-Six 


When Satoshi awoke the next day, everything was wrong. It wasn’t 
just the sick feeling in his stomach from Takeshi’s death. It was like 
the world itself was coming apart. 

He pulled back the curtain in his bedroom to see that the sky was a 
whirling vortex, a widening gyre of ash and dust spiraling out of 
control. Flashes of lightning briefly illuminated it even as the dark 
deepened. The clouds in the sky above were thick and black. They 
crashed over one another like waves borne aloft by a great tide, with 
flashes of lightning that periodically illuminated the churning. 

Not bothering with his protective gear, he walked outside. The 
morning was eerily deserted, more than he had ever seen in this city. 
He began walking aimlessly, without really knowing where he was 
heading. Soon, he began to sense that he was being followed. Several 
times he looked back, but there was nothing there in the empty 
streets. So he pressed on, hoping the feeling would pass. But it didn’t. 
The sense of being followed blossomed from a creeping paranoia into 
a suffocating dread within his chest. 

Whatever it was was always there behind him. Just out of sight, 
out of reach. Every time he turned back, it would be there, just a 
corner away. Slip up and it would be on him. Stumble and it would 
devour him. His breathing grew labored and his pulse quickened as he 
struggled to stay one step ahead of the creeping madness devouring 
everything behind him. It was as if every alley, building, and person 
he left in his wake was just sucked backwards into its gaping maw. 
Soon he would make a wrong step, and it would devour him too. 

He wanted to stay away from home. He didn’t want to go there, for 
reasons that weren’t quite clear to him. But the longer he was out, the 
longer he was pursued, the more it kept pulling him. After a while, it 
started to feel inevitable, like he was running out of side streets and 
back alleys to run down. Before long, he knew that he had no choice. 
That he had to go home, that the way out lay there. 

And so, unable to avoid it any longer, he opened the door to the 
home he shared with Hisoka and fell inside. He lay panting on the 
ground, sucking in air in ragged gulps. He looked up when he heard 
someone gasp. He saw her there—Hisoka. Staring at him with eyes 
huge with terror. He got up and went to her, but she just shrank away. 


One of her thin arms instinctively covered the recent bulge of her 
belly, the other feeling the wall as she backed away from him. 

And then the rage filled him with a white-hot intensity. As she 
recoiled, he advanced, until he was looming over her. She was shaking 
her head and mouthing some feeble protest. But it was no matter. 
Because right now, he wanted to hurt someone he loved. And the way 
to do that was right in front of him. He reached out and took Hisoka 
by the neck as his other hand brought up the blade. She began to 
scream, and the darkness that had been just out of 
reach swallowed him. 

When it was over, he sat there, neither happy nor sad. The only 
feeling in him was that it was done. He looked from the crumpled 
body at his side to his blood-soaked hands. He felt like he should feel 
something now, but nothing came. No, that wasn’t quite right. He felt 
like the scales had been balanced. Like a wrong had been ... not 
righted, but avenged. 

He realized then, as he stared at his shaky hands sticky with hot 
blood, that he was the horror lurking in the shadows. 

And there was no escaping him. 


Satoshi stood in the massive courtyard to the sprawling temple 
complex. Sengaku Temple was in the middle of Tokyo, but it might as 
well have been a different world. It was an oasis of calm, self- 
reflective quiet and peace within a hive of people and concrete. He 
looked up and saw skyscrapers looming in from every direction, 
wreathed in the heavy fog that blanketed the sky. 

He was still shaken from Takeshi’s death. And the dream he had 
awoken to this morning had unnerved him further still. It was 
sometimes like that after using Dextro-MXE, but usually not that bad. 
He must have taken too large of a dose. That would explain the jittery, 
sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. Then again, maybe that was just 
nerves. After all, he was going to see Masa today for the first time in a 
long time. He wasn’t looking forward to the encounter. 

Of course, he still had no idea whether Masa would even show up 
or not. Regardless, he passed through the brilliant red temple building 
that led into the grounds. He never remembered any of the temples 
being this showy when he was growing up, but lately it seemed that 
every temple, shrine, and torii gate had been given a bright paint job 
to make it stand out. He figured it was because the added splash of 
color helped to make up for the constant gray from the skies above. Or 
possibly so the holy wouldn’t be entirely obscured by the mundane. 


Once inside, he walked over to the water fountain and picked up 
the ladle. He washed his left hand, then his right, then rinsed his 
mouth and spat the water onto the ground. Once cleansed, Satoshi 
began wandering through the temple grounds, following the concrete 
paths that led around the inner courtyard. He walked for several 
minutes, silently wondering how long he would wait for 
Masa to show. 

The inside of the temple grounds was largely deserted, save for a 
few priests. Even these figures barely seemed real, barely more than 
phantoms in the mist. The dense fog hanging heavy in the air made it 
impossible to see the opposite side of the courtyard. 

After a few more minutes, Satoshi came to a twisted pine tree 
ensconced behind a low fence made of bamboo tubes that had been 
lashed together. The tree was warped beyond all recognition, its black 
trunk and branches tracing a torturous path through the air. Its nettles 
were more ash-gray than green. He was starting to hope that 
Masa wouldn’t show. 

As he stared at the twisted tree, the temple bell sounded a deep 
and solemn tone that startled some birds to flight from a nearby tree. 
Satoshi turned at the noise and watched them depart, and as did he 
became aware of a figure approaching him through the mist. 

He heard the crunching of feet over the gravel as the person came 
directly at him, eschewing the concrete path in favor of the direct 
route. After a moment, the wind blew and the fog cleared enough to 
reveal the approaching figure. Even with his heavy overcoat and 
respirator mask, he was unmistakable. 

Masa. 

Masa stopped in front of him and pushed his respirator aside to 
reveal his face. It was the same face Satoshi had known since 
childhood, though older now, and more deeply scarred. Masa stood 
almost a full head shorter than Satoshi, with close-cropped hair that 
was creeping away from his forehead. His eyes, at times lively and 
impish, were now impassive and cloudy. His skin had a dark tint that 
was almost Okinawan. A deep scar started up just under his left eye 
and traveled the length of his face before ending halfway down his 
neck, right above where his tattoos took over. 

The two of them stood there for a long moment, staring at one 
another without speaking. 

“Well? You’ve conjured me, and here I am.” Masa said. “Surely you 
had a reason.” 

Satoshi nodded. He started to speak, but the words stuck in his 
throat. Already things weren’t going as he had planned. But then, that 
seemed to happen a lot when he was around Masa. 

“How are you?” Satoshi finally managed. 


“Fine. You?” 

“Been better. Look, I wanted—” 

“What is this about, Satoshi? What are you dying to say to me all 
of a sudden? An apology, maybe?” 

Satoshi’s gaze drifted out over the temple grounds. The fog cleared 
momentarily, revealing the sloping roof of the main gate. Then the 
wind blew and it was obscured in fog once more. 

“T was told to bring you in.” 

“By who? The Rock?” 

Satoshi nodded. Masa scratched his jaw and eyed Satoshi. He 
didn’t look at all surprised. 

“Well, if you brought me here to watch me plead for 
my life, you—” 

“That’s not why I called you here. I need you to tell me why. What 
does Vasili want with you?” 

“To kill me, I imagine.” 

“For what? What did you do?” 

“Why do you instantly assume that?” 

“Because of who I’m talking to. Does this have something to do 
with all those jobs you’ve been doing for the big man lately?” 

Masa didn’t reply. Instead, he turned his gaze towards the corner 
of the grounds, towards the graves. He tilted his head in that 
direction. 

“Let’s take a walk.” 

Masa began walking without waiting for an answer. Satoshi shook 
his head, but followed. 

Masa glided past the wooden barrier encircling the cemetery in 
this corner of the grounds. He began walking amongst the rows of 
roughly hewn stones that served as graves for the samurai entombed 
below. Wooden slats stood by each grave, with the names of the 
samurai written in ancient kanji rendered in florid calligraphy. 

“You know, I’ve always loved it here,” Masa said. 

“Among the graves?” 

“The graves of the forty-seven Ronin. These men lost their leader, 
Asano. Then they waited years for the perfect opportunity to take 
their vengeance and kill his murderer. And for that loyalty, that 
bravery, that ... devotion, their names will ring out for all eternity.” 

Satoshi walked with Masa around the graves a few paces back. 

“Their bravery has made these warriors immortal. Their loyalty is 
still talked of to this day. Probably because loyalty is in such short 
supply these days. Take you, for example. My best friend, who’s 
considering turning me in to be put to death.” 

“Dammit, Masa, it’s not that easy!” 

“Loyalty never is!” Masa shouted loud enough that his voice 


echoed throughout the grounds. 

“What did you do?” 

“T didn’t do anything! And that’s the problem!” 

“What didn’t you do then? Tell me what he wants with you. Maybe 
I can help.” 

“Speak up for me? Last time I asked you to do that, you turned 
your back on me.” His voice was pure venom. He closed his eyes, as if 
he was trying to calm himself, then he resumed speaking in a much 
quieter voice. “Look, I can’t tell you. If you knew what I knew, you’d 
be a target too.” 

Satoshi regarded him. “You can tell me anything, you know that. 
Vasili trusts me, he wouldn’t go after me for ... whatever.” 

“You have no idea.” 

“Youre not going to tell me, are you?” 

“No.” 

“This doesn’t have anything to do with the serial killer, does it?” 

Masa didn’t reply. 

“Are you the killer?” 

Again, Masa didn’t reply, but he looked hurt by the accusation. He 
began shaking his head. 

“You know, Satoshi, you’ve always loved to look down on me. 
You’ve always loved to play the hero, the stand-up guy, the white 
knight. But deep down we’re not so different, you and I. Like I always 
say, two sides of the same coin.” 

“No, Masa. You changed, somewhere along the way. You’ve gotten 
... darker. I stayed right where I was.” 

“So you're going to turn me in, then?” 

“Goddammit, I don’t want to do this! But you’ve got to give me a 
reason not to!” 

“You have all the reasons you need not to do this. You know I’m 
not the killer—” 

“Do I?” 

“—and you know this is wrong.” He swept the graves around them 
with his gaze. “Loyalty is only worth a damn if the master you serve 
has honor. And maybe Vasili has you fooled, but I saw a different side 
of him when I was his personal gun. And if you think I’m dark ...” 
Masa shook his head and looked away as he trailed off. 

“This coming from the guy who practically worshipped that 
psychopath Osammy.” 

“I guess we all have to decide where our allegiances lie. So tell me, 
Satoshi, what master do you serve?” 

Satoshi didn’t answer. Masa looked away and spat in disgust. 

“Well, good luck bringing me to my death, then,” Masa said. 
“Because you are going to fucking need it.” 


Masa turned around and began walking away. Soon he was gone, 
swallowed whole by the swirling fog. 

Satoshi stood there staring after him. He was sick to his stomach, 
and felt like a traitor. A traitor whose days were numbered. He took 
out his phone and dialed. 

“Yeah, it’s me. I’ll do it,” he said before hanging up. 

He looked around the nearly deserted temple grounds. From 
somewhere off in the distance, he heard crows cawing. But the fog 
rolling in left everything shrouded in a suffocating murkiness that was 
too thick to see through. He lingered for a moment longer before 
setting off into the gathering dusk. 

He could barely see where he was going now. No matter. He could 
see the path of stones ahead and trusted that it would guide him 
through. 


Masters and Servants 
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- Japanese proverb 


The Past 


“The big man wanted to see me?” 

Kameko looked up at Masa from her seat in_ the 
men’s changing room. 

“You're late.” 

“My personal assistant entered the wrong time in my day planner. 
Hard to find good help.” 

Kameko gave a snort of derision. 

“Funny. But maybe drop the comedy act when you speak to him. 
Get undressed.” 

Masa undressed and wrapped himself in a towel from the stack on 
the bench. Kameko stood up from her chair by the entrance to the 
baths. Without saying a word, she lifted both arms, and he followed 
suit. She ripped off his towel and threw it over one shoulder. Then she 
did a quick pat-down to make sure he wasn’t hiding anything. Not 
that he had much to hide, standing there naked before her. 

“That looks badass and all,” Kameko said, indicating his tattoo. 
“But that is super bad for you.” 

Masa looked down at his body. There was a mural covering the 
entire front of his chest. On the right side was a grinning demon 
wearing a kabuto-style samurai helmet. A battered, severed head 
faced it from the left side. The mural stretched all the way around his 
body to his backside, where hellish fields of fearsome oni demons and 
monsters cavorted. 

“Don’t tell me you’re not tattooed.” 

“Oh, of course I am. But you’re supposed to leave some skin 
uninked so it can breathe. Full-body murals like that will cause all 
sorts of health problems down the road.” 

“Yeah, well, live for the moment.” 

“What a philosopher. You’re good to go.” 

Having said that, Kameko tossed his towel over his head and 
stepped behind him, giving his ass a sharp slap as she went. The 
report from the palm of her hand cracking against his skin sounded 
like a muffled gunshot in the locker room. Masa’s anger flared. 

“Listen, bitch, I’ve killed people for less than that, so if—” 

“I said you’re good to go,” Kameko said, arms folded in front of 
her. “And you’ve already kept the big man waiting far longer than you 
should have. So just keep on walking, alright?” 


He knew she was trying to provoke him and didn’t want to give 
her the satisfaction. Plus, it wouldn’t serve to show up to a meeting 
with Vasili upset. He shook his head as he pushed through the frosted 
glass door into the bathing area. 

“They’re making incredible strides in dialectical behavior therapy 
these days!” Kameko called out after him. “Maybe look into it?” 

Steam hung heavy in the humid air. The sound of dripping water 
echoed against the tiled floor and walls. The tiles were of a uniform 
dark sea-green color, except for the back wall. This depicted a wall- 
sized mural of ancient Edo. 

Masa went over to the washing area and upturned a plastic bucket 
to sit on, then began washing himself. As he rinsed, he noticed that 
there was nobody else in the bathhouse. That was strange, even for 
this time of day. These meetings with Vasili to get instructions for his 
next ill deed had become routine lately. But they usually met in 
Vasili’s office or a restaurant, without going to such lengths for 
secrecy. Was this a hit? He kept trying to tell himself he was just being 
paranoid. Vasili didn't want him dead all of a sudden, did he? 

No, probably not. Probably just another job. The big man had been 
using him a lot lately. Still, didn’t hurt to be careful. So with his guard 
up, Masa stood up and walked towards the baths to find Vasili. He 
saw the big man sitting down in the water against the wall next to the 
mural. Jun was off to one side, sitting in water up to his neck. His eyes 
were glued on Masa. 

“Masa!” Vasili boomed, his deep voice echoing. “Come!” 

Masa felt his anger rising again. Already the big man was ordering 
him around like he was still some street hopper running errands. Deep 
breath. 

Masa eased himself into the steaming water next to Vasili. The 
water was nearly scalding, but Masa didn’t mind. The big man seemed 
even larger than life in the flesh. Vasili’s tattoos were done in brilliant 
hues, with ferocious-looking karashishi lion-dogs adorning each 
shoulder in vibrant red and gold shades. The background consisted of 
turquoise-blue waves that wrapped around his back out 
of Masa’s view. 

“Nice tattoos. I don’t think I’ve ever seen your ink before. What’s 
on the back?” 

“Eh, what do you think?” 

“A rock?” 

“Bingo.” 

Masa nodded. A string of four kanji written in calligraphic script 
across Vasili’s chest caught his eye. 

“Sonno joi? Revere the emperor and expel the barbarians? Seems a 
strange slogan for a foreigner to embrace.” 


“Not if you’re an emperor.” 

“T suppose. So is this place always this empty?” 

“T rent it out for today. I like to have privacy when I am 
talking the shop.” 

“And I was hoping this was a social call. I thought I was needed for 
my conversational abilities.” 

Vasili grunted. “You’re not known for charm. Is not where 
your reputation lies.” 

“Oh, and where does my reputation lie?” 

Instead of answering, Vasili nodded his head towards the mural 
against the back wall. 

“When you look at that picture, what do you see?” 

Masa looked closely at it for the first time. One side of the picture 
showed samurai in matching armor with drawn swords. They were 
facing a group of terrified townspeople and merchants cowering in the 
middle of the street. On the other side of the townspeople was a 
ragtag group of men wearing homemade armor of hammered plate, 
ceramic roof tiles, even a washing board. They brandished cooking 
knives, hoes, rakes, rolling pins, hammers, and other household 
weapons. 

It was unclear if this motley crew was menacing the townspeople 
or coming to their defense. Some of the merchants and townspeople 
seemed to be shrinking from the samurai, while others seemed to be 
retreating towards them away from the would-be warriors. 

“T don’t know. Looks like thieves trying to rip off the civilians. Or 
maybe they’re there to fight the samurai.” 

Vasili shook his head. “I see it other way. Those aren’t thieves, 
they are town’s protectors. Machi yakko, was name for them. Like 
private police that would protect towns from predatory samurai. They 
are coming to defense of common man against soldiers. Standing up to 
powerful men that preyed on weak and innocent.” 

Masa nodded, waiting for Vasili to get to the point. 

“You know what happened to machi yakko? Who are defenders of 
common people now?” 

“No idea.” 

Vasili tapped his chest. “Us. Yakuza. Gokudo. Is we who are 
defenders of weaker men against powerful. We are ones that do 
necessary jobs, even when is not so pleasant. Is our duty.” 

“And what unpleasant job will you have me do?” Masa asked. 

Vasili eyed him without responding. 

“That is the point of all this, right? Isn’t that why you’re buttering 
me up with all this talk of our noble history? You’ve got another one 
of your hush-hush jobs for me?” 

“Yes. There is job I want you to do. Is job I can only trust to you.” 


“And what would that be?” 

Vasili’s voice was now so low that Masa had to lean in to hear him. 

“T need you to kill a man for me.” 

“No problem, who are we talking about?” 

“Chobei Mihashi.” 

Masa recoiled as if he had been slapped, getting to his feet and 
wading backwards through the water several feet. He was shaking his 
head uncontrollably. 

“What? The shacho’s son? Are you insane?” 

“Sit down, we talk.” Vasili motioned for him to return. 

Masa waded through the thigh-high water and eased himself back 
down into it. 

“Forget for a minute who I am talking about. Forget that he is son 
of Kaisha’s leader. For now, just hear me out on why he needs to die.” 

Masa said nothing, just gazed wide-eyed. 

“Chobei has become liability to everything syndicate has built. To 
everything I’ve built. He’s too hotheaded, is making mess of things in 
Kawasaki. I am tired of cleaning up his messes. Cleaning up crime 
scenes, smoothing over relations with rival leaders, keeping 
everything out of newspapers. Is too much. And I am not only boss 
changing his diaper like this. Somebody needs to take care of him 
before he brings us all down. This isn’t job I can trust anyone with. 
This job calls for—” 

“Someone you think is out of their goddamn mind? Someone crazy 
enough to actually consider going after the shacho’s son?” 

“Look, you and I, we have our differences in past. But—” 

“You mean like with Sachiko?” 

“Who?” 

Masa’s jaw _ clenched and _ unclenched — uncontrollably. 
He swallowed hard. 

“My ex-girlfriend. The one—” 

“Ah, yes, her. She was no good for you. No, not girl for you. But 
that incident proves my point. You have always been reliable soldier. 
Look at you, you still have all of your fingers. How many other kobun 
who have walked Path as long as you can say that?” 

Masa’s eyes widened at that, and his jaw began clenching again. 
“Yeah, true,” was all he could manage. He closed his hands into fists 
that hung over his knees. 

“T need someone with your skills. Someone with your cunning, 
your ruthlessness, to get this job done. Anyone can pull trigger and 
end a life. But you, you are an artist. A killer born. That’s what 
I need now.” 

“T don’t know. ... what would the shacho say if she 
knew about this?” 


Vasili sighed. “She does not need know about this. She’s good 
leader, sensible. Except when it comes to psychopath that is her son. It 
is her only weak spot. Which is why men like us must handle matter. 
Men who can put sentimentality aside and do what is right for the 
Kaisha. Are you man for job?” 

Masa looked past Vasili at the mural behind him. “How do I know 
that once the deed is done you won’t come after me?” 

“Masa! How could you even say that? I hope you know me better 
than that. I take care of my people. And I will take care of you. How 
does one hundred million yen sound? Half now, half upon completion. 
Plus, satisfaction of secretly knowing you helped to save the Kaisha.” 

Masa was silent as he considered his options. 

“Of course, if you refuse, I will deny this conversation ever 
happened. To start with.” Vasili gave him a meaningful look. 

After a while, Masa nodded his head. “Alright.” 

“Good. Talk to Toymaker. You have blank check for whatever 
hardware you need for the job. But whatever you do, don’t fuck up. 
This cannot come back to me in any way. If it does, I won’t be able 
to help you.” 

“You'll hang me out to dry, you mean.” 

“Just don’t fuck up, is what I’m saying. Do we have deal?” 

Masa nodded. 

“Very well,” Vasili said. 

Masa stood up and waded to the other side of the bath. He glanced 
again at the mural on the wall. To his eyes, it still looked like the 
town’s so-called protectors were heading into battle with the samurai. 
The townspeople were just caught in the middle. 

He changed quickly, then left the sento. He was eager to escape the 
warm, humid air of the baths, which had gone from relaxing to 
suffocating. 

Once out on the street, he sucked in air in huge gulps, before 
setting his respirator in place. He looked down at his hands, which he 
held splayed in front of him. Then he pulled on his right ring finger. 
He twisted it back and forth until the gelatinous makeup holding the 
prosthetic finger began to pull apart from his skin. 

Masa dug into the rubbery prosthesis with his fingers until he had 
extracted the recorder inserted within. He rewound it for a few 
seconds, then held it to his ear and played it back. The recording was 
tinny, but Vasili’s voice was clearly audible. 

“... don’t fuck up. This cannot come back to me in any way—” 
Vasili said on the recording. 

Masa clicked the recorder off and smiled. 


Chapter One 


“Gaaaghhh!” screamed the naked man tied up on the concrete floor. 

Once his cries of pain had tapered off, he went back to breathing 
heavily. He turned his head as much as he could to the side and spat 
up more blood. The only illumination came from a bulb hung directly 
overhead. 

“Almost had it that time!” Kameko said from where she was 
standing next to him just out of the light. 

She was dressed in a white golf skirt and polo shirt, with a glove 
on one hand, a visor, and cleats that clacked against the bare concrete 
floor and echoed throughout the empty warehouse. Her tattoos were 
visible on the exposed flesh of her arms and down both legs, even over 
the backs of her knees. 

“Fuck ... you ...” 

“Now come on, don’t get angry at me. I was so close that time. 
Here, let’s try it again!” 

“No ... no!” 

The man began wriggling in place, but the ropes wouldn’t budge. 

“Alright, now, hold still.” Kameko placed another golf ball in the 
man’s navel. “The more you wriggle, the worse it’s gonna be.” 

The man went still. She lined up her shot, pulling the driver back 
and forth a few times before winding up to drive. As she swung, she 
dipped lower at the last second, landing a powerful blow against his 
ribs. The man howled in pain as the golf ball bounced off and away 
into the darkness of the warehouse. 

“So ... did that little warm-up help you find your checkbook? 
Maybe jog your memory at all?” 

“T told you! I don’t have the money right now!” the man sobbed. 
“Tll get it as soon as I can. But you’re going to have to give 
me some time!” 

Kameko walked over to a cardboard box. It had been turned over, 
with a number of papers and documents spread over it. She looked 
through these now. 

“Let’s see here ... how did you like Hawaii?” 

“What?” 

“How did you like Hawaii? You and the missus just got back from 
a ten-day cruise you took there last month. How was it?” 


“Look, that was a gift from a business associate. We didn’t spend a 
single yen on that!” 

“Not according to your credit statement here. Looks like you paid 
for everything with your Citibank card. Except for drinks and daily 
expenditures on your GCBC card. Smart move that, great travel 
points.” 

“I... how ...?” 

“And I’m thinking to myself: if you’ve got the kind of scratch to 
pay for that trip just last month, you could set up a payment plan with 
Vasili.” 

“It ... my wife has been bugging for a trip for a while, 
I thought if—” 

“How’s that new Tesla ride?” 

“Huh?” 

“That Tesla Model 9 you just bought. How’s the ride on that guy? 
I’ve heard good things.” 

“How did you know?” 

By way of response, Kameko took out another golf ball from the 
package and placed it in the middle of his chest. 

“Please ... no more!” he gasped. 

“Hold still.” 

She took a few careful practice half-swings to make sure she would 
connect with the ball. Then she swung the heavy driver directly back 
over her head with two hands and brought it down as hard as she 
could on the man’s stomach. She knelt in close and waited for him to 
stop writhing in pain. 

“Do you get it now? Do you understand why this is happening? It’s 
not because you owe him money. He would have worked something 
out with you. It’s that you keep dodging him, then splashing cash out 
on nice vacations and fancy cars. It makes him look foolish, and weak. 
And that is one thing we cannot have in our line of work.” 

“IT came into some money recently, not a lot, but a little,” he 
wheezed. “That’s where the cash came from.” 

“But it’s all gone now?” 

“Mostly, yes. It was stupid, I know, but—” 

“All four hundred and seventy-nine million yen?” 

The man stopped what he was saying and looked up. 

“Don’t look so surprised,” Kameko said with a laugh. “If we could 
get our hands on your credit history, don’t think we wouldn’t also 
know about your recent real estate sale. Quite a windfall profit you 
netted from that. Enough to pay off your debt to Vasili in full. Enough 
to get me to put away my golf clubs.” 

“No ... that’s all we have left! You can’t ...” 

He stopped talking when he felt her drop a golf ball into 


his pubic hair. 
“Okay, now hold real still ...” 


Two hours later, the man was sitting hunched over with a blanket 
around him as Kameko finished the bank transfer. He was sniffling 
hard, which could have been from the crying, or from trying not to 
choke on the blood leaking from his broken nose. Where the blanket 
was open down the front, Kameko could see bruising on his chest in 
the empty space between his tattoos. Even some of the lighter-shaded 
areas of his tattoos seemed darker from where he now carried bruises. 

“Well, I feel like we made some real progress here today,” Kameko 
said, snapping the laptop shut. “I really think our time together has 
helped my long game.” 

The man snorted, then ended up hawking up blood and snot. “It’s 
all a big joke to you, isn’t it?” 

“Well, if you do what you love, you’ll never work a day in your 
life!” Kameko beamed. 

“You and your smartass remarks. Enjoy it now, while you and your 
asshole boss are riding high. Nothing lasts forever.” 

“Well, to be fair, it’s been a while since you were riding high.” 

“Hmph, so you do know who I am?” 

“Vaguely.” 

“T used to be as big a deal as Vasili in my day, when I walked the 
Path. Maybe not as much territory as he has, but certainly the respect. 
The fear. But a few bad years, a few missteps, and look where it ends 
up.” With that, the man gestured around him. 

“Yes, truly a lesson in the impermanence of all things.” 

“Ha, you joke, but it’s true. Take it from me: everything ends, 
nothing lasts. Your time in the sun could very well end with you being 
beaten half to death in an abandoned warehouse someday.” 

“It could be worse. If you hadn’t had our money, I would have 
beaten you all the way to death. But instead you get to live, and serve 
as an example of what not to do.” 

“T hope I live to see it,” the man said, hawking up more blood. 

“See what?” 

“The day when the world turns and you aren’t quick enough to 
keep up. The day some brash young upstart comes after you to make 
his bones. The day you don’t see the bullet that paints that Russian 
cunt’s brains against the walls. Or your own.” 

“Like sand through the hourglass,” Kameko said, putting the last of 
her things away. “But I wouldn’t try it if I were you. You may have 


lost your luster with age, but Vasili hasn’t.” 
At that, she turned to leave, calling over her shoulder as she did. 
“T trust you can find your own way home.” 


Chapter Two 


“So, what do you put the chances that we’re walking into a trap at?” 

“Hmm, I’d say fifty-fifty.” 

Vasili could see Jun’s eyes glance back at him in the rearview 
mirror. Then he nodded and went back to looking at the road. 

It wouldn’t be the first time that Vasili had shared a meal with a 
man he had put a hit on. But it would be the first time the other man 
was as highly ranked as Chobei was. He was the only son and heir of 
Eriko Mihashi, the shacho of the entire Kaisha syndicate. 

Chobei was technically a boss whose rank was the same as that of 
Vasili and Yoshii, only he had essentially been given his position 
rather than earning it. He had been put in charge of Kawasaki Ward, a 
small ward geographically but an important one because of two major 
features: direct bay access and Kawasaki City. The population of 
Kawasaki City had grown enormously over the past several decades, 
due to the industry located there and the jobs available. It was a 
decidedly blue-collar town where a working man had plenty of 
options for exchanging hard-earned cash for booze, drugs, gambling, 
women, and more. 

Vasili thought it much too rich a prize to award to Chobei just for 
having been born to the Kaisha’s shacho. It was like giving nuclear 
codes to a monkey. He didn’t know what to do with it, but if he ever 
figured it out he’d probably end up killing everyone. 

Vasili didn’t have much time for boys like Chobei. They made 
noise about integrity and reputation, about honoring the yakuza code 
of chivalry. But Vasili found such men rarely lived up to it. They paid 
lip service to the idea, but it was the money and power that they 
really wanted. Such men were often dangerous. They were too blinded 
by pride to think clearly, too soft to make hard choices, and too weak 
to stand by them. 

Though given what he had seen of Chobei’s upbringing, he kind of 
understood why the boy was the way he was. No one knew who the 
father was, and Eriko staunchly refused to even broach the subject. As 
the boy’s mother, Eriko had alternated between being a neglectful 
parent (she was a working woman, after all, with a business to run) 
and then overindulging him to make up for it. Vasili was no parenting 
expert, but even he could see it was no way to raise a child. Chobei 


was living proof of that. He was a dangerous man-child who could 
bring the whole house down on all their heads. 

Which was why Vasili had sicced that mad dog Masa on him. Or 
had tried to, at least. Vasili remembered the phone call he’d received 
the next day in his office. His blood had run cold as he’d heard his 
conversation with Masa from the sento played back to him. He hadn’t 
so much sat down as collapsed into the nearest chair while he 
listened, before the line went dead. 

No request for a bribe, no threats, nothing. Just the unspoken 
threat that Masa now had Vasili by the balls, and could twist at his 
leisure. Vasili’s fury at Kameko for missing the recorder was second 
only to the rage and abuse he reserved for himself. 

These thoughts played out in his head on the ride over. Before he 
knew it, Jun was opening his door for him. As they were walking up 
to the front of the restaurant Vasili saw Chobei, Yoshii, and several of 
their own respective men. He didn’t think Chobei would chance an 
execution in public, but then he had overestimated the kid’s 
intelligence before. He shot Jun a sideways glance that said: Just be 
ready. Jun gave a placid head nod that said: Of course. 

“Vasili! So good to see you!” Chobei said warmly. 

Chobei was tall and thin, and would be considered handsome 
despite the ponytail pulled back tight behind his head. With the other 
bosses, he had an overeager, ready-to-please demeanor that had long 
since grown wearisome. With his underlings, he showed nothing but 
acid condescension and clipped rudeness. 

“Thank you, Chobei. You look well, my friend.” Despite my best 
efforts. 

“And is this your only partner in crime tonight?” Yoshii asked, 
motioning towards Jun. “You don’t have that other little 
cutlet with you?” 

“You mean Kameko? No, she is seeing to other matters tonight. 
Shall I call and ask her to come?” Since you seem overly interested in the 
muscle I’ve brought tonight. 

“No, no, quite alright. Would have been nice to have some eye 
candy, is all. She reminds me of—oh, what was the name of that little 
piece you were with before? The actress.” 

“Yukari Sato,” Vasili said. 

“Yes, yes, that’s the one,” Yoshii leched. “What I would do 
to that ass ...” 

Pretend it belonged to Matsuo so you could get hard? Vasili thought, 
without saying anything. There was an awkward pause, before Chobei 
broke the silence. 

“Come, come! Let’s eat. We have much to discuss.” He placed a 
hand on Vasili’s back and guided him down the stairs towards the 


restaurant’s basement entrance. 

“After you,” Chobei said, holding the door open. 

Is that the signal? Do I die in the entryway to a restaurant? 

With that thought in mind, Vasili stepped into a stylish restaurant 
with a modern decor, decorated entirely in red and black tones. The 
restaurant was nearly empty, with a group of businessmen around a 
large table in one corner and only two other couples seated at 
different tables. 

“Nice-looking place,” Vasili said. 

“Yes, I quite like it,” Chobei said. “I’ve reserved the back room for 
us. For privacy.” 

The better to kill you with, my dear. 

They were soon seated in a private room fronted by a large glass 
window overlooking a small pond and Japanese garden. A team of 
waiters quickly and efficiently went around the table, placing red-and- 
black lacquered masu boxes with tall sake glasses in the center, then 
filling the glasses until sake spilled out to fill the box. Jun covered his 
glass with a hand when they came to him, shaking his head. Good lad, 
Vasili thought. When the waiters left, Chobei stood with his 
glass in hand. 

“T would like to propose a toast! I would like to ask that everyone 
drink from their own cup, then pass it to the person across the table, 
as a reaffirmation of the bond we all took when we first started down 
the Path. To the family we’ve chosen! May we remain ever loyal!” 

Chobei was referring to sakazuki, the ritual sharing of sake cups 
between bosses and underlings in the Japanese underworld. It was a 
way of cementing one’s allegiance and loyalty in a world that ran on 
such currency. Even the terminology used to refer to bosses (oyabun) 
and underlings (kobun) reflected this hierarchy, as the words meant 
parent and child, respectively. Thus the syndicates offered a surrogate 
family for people who oftentimes had nowhere else to turn. 

Vasili sipped from his glass and passed it across to Chobei, who, 
coincidentally (or perhaps by design), was seated across from him. He 
was trying not to sweat now. This could either be a coded message to 
Vasili that Chobei knew. Or it could be Chobei’s usual idiot blather 
about honor and obligation and so forth. Vasili’s brain was 
overheating as he tried to read the situation and consider all the 
angles. 

“Well, then, let’s get the business out of the way so that we may 
enjoy our meals,” Chobei said once he was seated again. “I would like 
to ask for your help. Well, I feel capable of handling the situation 
myself, and perhaps with the counsel of Yoshii here, who was kind 
enough to arrange this.” 

At this Yoshii made a demure wave of his hand as he sipped 


shochu from a crystal glass. 

“But my mother is rather insistent that I seek your advice.” 

“And how is your mother?” 

“Ailing, as usual, I suppose,” Chobei said with a pained expression. 
“She views you as something of a diplomat, given the skillful way you 
have been able to keep the peace with the Yamazaki-gumi.” 

“As always, I am at your service,” Vasili said. “What is problem?” 

“Well, I am sorry to say, but it appears the barbarians to the west 
are nearly at the gates. The problem is with the Taira- 
kai. Specifically—” 

“Sorry, the who?” 

“The Taira-kai,” Yoshii said, as if speaking to a child. “It was 
formed by Noboru Taira through an alliance he brokered using what 
was left of the Shimanouchi-gumi after it was decapitated.” 

“The group was decapitated, or its leader?” Vasili asked. 

“Both. Anyway, they aligned themselves with what was left of the 
Yunokawa-kai after their turf wars with those boys from Yamanashi 
Prefecture to the west. They’ve been getting bolder, even showing up 
as far afield as Kanagawa, and now Kawasaki.” 

“And when did all this happen?” Vasili asked. 

“Oh, it’s been building over the last year, but just came to a head 
recently,” Yoshii said. “The situation in Kanagawa and further west is 
... fluid, to say the least. Too many pretenders to the throne. Not 
enough emperors able to hold it.” 

“Are they going to be a problem?” Vasili asked. 

“We shall see,” Yoshii said. “So far they haven’t been shy about 
leaving bodies in their wake during their expansion. They can’t 
compete with us in terms of manpower, at least not with the party 
they’ve got here.” 

“What’s their full force like?” 

“No one knows,” Yoshii said. 

“If you had to guess?” 

“Massive,” was all Yoshii said. “But they’re mainly concentrated 
out west. The contingent here isn't huge, but it could make things 
difficult if they dragged us into open warfare.” 

Having waited patiently, Chobei continued. 

“Anyway, my problem is with one of their bosses by the name of 
Soseki. This man must die.” 

“Start at the beginning.” 

“We had an arrangement that he failed to live up to, even going so 
far as to impugn the honor of our organization in the process.” 

“How so?” 

“T arranged to take a shipment of medicine from him—mostly 
amphetamines, painkillers, some chemo medications—but was unable 


to go liquid enough to cover the costs outright. He agreed to defer 
payment for one week while I got the money together. Unfortunately, 
I had some trouble there and asked for another deferral. He agreed, 
but only on the condition of a vig of three percent per day until the 
repayment of the loan. I found this unacceptable, as the word of a 
member of the Kaisha should be enough of a guarantee. Things grew 
heated and a fight broke out between his men and mine. As a result, 
one of his was severely wounded and had to be hospitalized. Now he 
is claiming payment for the man’s hospital fees and so forth. It is my 
measured opinion that this is a slight against the honor and the 
integrity of the Kaisha, one that cannot be allowed to stand.” 

Vasili regarded Chobei coolly. He leaned back when he had 
finished. 

“So to recap: You used the syndicate’s reputation to take out a loan 
that you were unable to repay. When this Soseki demanded 
repayment, you refused his terms and put one of his guys in the 
hospital. Now you want to kill him for crime of ... what exactly?” 

“T don’t think you understand. I gave this man my word as a 
representative of the Kaisha, which is as good as money. Yet he 
ignored this, even resorted to violence against my men.” 

“Who shot first?” 

“What?” 

“Who shot first? Or threw the first punch? You or them?” 

Chobei hesitated before answering. “One of mine.” 

“So they resorted to violence to protect themselves.” 

“Well, but—” 

“No buts. This is not matter of honor, is matter of business. Sounds 
like you were given a generous loan and then lenient terms for 
repayment. That is respect you were accorded as member of the 
Kaisha. You don’t get to default and refuse to pay vig under the 
banner of the syndicate. That lowers our image to others.” 

Even as he was saying it, Vasili knew how stupid it was. Not only 
to mouth off to this pampered prince of a wannabe gangster, but to do 
so when he might already have cause to call for Vasili’s head. But 
Vasili couldn’t help it. Here, again, he was confronted by someone 
who didn’t quite understand the machine or how it worked. Someone 
whose ignorance threatened its smooth operation. That was something 
Vasili could not stand for. 

When he finished, Vasili looked to Yoshii, who remained 
impassive. “And what are your thoughts on this matter?” 

Yoshii flicked a glance in Vasili’s direction before responding. 

“Well, I am afraid I side with Chobei on this. I feel we must act. To 
allow such slights and signs of disrespect to go unpunished would 
make us look weak.” 


“T must say, without meaning any disrespect to you, Vasili, but I 
am inclined to take Yoshii’s advice on this matter.” 

I’m sure you are, Vasili thought. 

“But, I gave my word to my mother that I would honor your 
counsel. And a man is only as good as his word. So I would like to ask 
you to accompany me to a sit-down with Soseki. I fear that I may have 
lost the ability to transact with him because of our recent 
confrontation. But if I were accompanied by someone of your stature, 
I am sure he would agree to a meeting.” 

Vasili considered this. He didn’t like the idea of a sit-down with a 
boss he didn’t know. Soseki might use it as a chance to try to take out 
Vasili to make a name for himself, or might just do it out of anger for 
Chobei’s actions. Or, if Chobei knew about the hit, the entire thing 
could be a setup to lure him away from his home territory and kill 
him. On the other hand, there was Vasili’s obligation to Eriko to 
consider ... 

“Alright. We will meet with them. But we meet on neutral ground, 
with full security detail.” 

“Excellent!” Chobei beamed. “Thank you for lending your support 
in this matter. I shall arrange a meeting at a mutually agreed-upon—” 

“Tll handle the preparations,” Vasili said. “He might be more 
comfortable dealing with me.” 

Chobei’s smile faltered. “As you wish.” 

He looked like he had more to say on the matter. But just then the 
waiters arrived, bearing platters of food for the table and refilling sake 
glasses. At that the meal commenced, during which Vasili made a 
show of keeping up with the conversation. All the while in his mind 
he was keeping a catalog of which dishes Chobei or Yoshii ate from, 
and only taking food from those. It never hurt to be too careful. 


Chapter Three 


Masa trudged up the eighty-six stone steps leading to Atago Shrine. By 
the time he reached the top, his respirator was so fogged up inside he 
could barely see the cityscape glittering off in the distance. Through 
the fog the bright lights looked like shining jewels ensconced in a 
murky haze. He pushed his respirator off to the side to take in the 
view unimpeded, airborne carcinogens be damned. Live for the 
moment, that was his motto. 

He began walking the temple grounds perched high up the hillside. 
He passed through a large stone gate, then several smaller wooden 
ones painted a brilliant red. This brought him to the main temple 
area, which was deserted at this time of night save for one other. As 
he entered the clearing, Sachiko turned and looked at him. She looked 
paler than he remembered, but other than that it was the same 
Sachiko as before. She had hardly aged at all in the time they had 
known each other. 

Still the same large eyes that could see through you. Still the same 
mouth constantly turned up in bemusement. Still the same no-bullshit 
expression she always wore. Sometimes, Masa wondered why she even 
still bothered with him. 

“Thanks for meeting me here. I know we haven’t spoken much 
lately.” 

“Tm not doing anything else,” she replied archly. She softened 
when she saw the expression on his face. “Besides, when you called 
you sounded like you could use someone to talk to. And who 
better than me?” 

Masa smiled. “I know you think I say it too much, but you really 
do make me a better person.” 

“Alright, alright,” Sachiko said, waving her hands as if to 
physically shoo away the compliment. “What happened 
to your hand?” 

Masa looked at the dirty bandage on his left hand and shrugged. 

“Some asshole mouthed off to me. Had to teach him a lesson. Got 
cut up a little in the process.” 

Sachiko shook her head. “You and your temper. Never could 
let anything go.” 

“Tm ... ’m trying. It’s hard, though, to get beyond it. I feel like 


that’s all people expect from me, so that’s all they see.” 

“Well, we’re all haunted by the ghosts of our past, aren’t we?” 
Sachiko said with a wry smile. 

He looked away and winced. “Yeah, I suppose we are.” 

“So what have you been up to recently?” 

“Keeping a low profile. Some people are after me.” 

“What did you do this time?” 

“Actually, it’s what I didn’t do. I didn’t kill a man I 
was supposed to.” 

“That must be a first for you. What happened?” 

“Here, walk with me. I want to see the view.” 

The two of them began ambling around the deserted temple as 
Masa recounted Vasili’s assignment for him. By the time he finished, 
he was practically fuming. 

“Why are you so upset? He must trust you to give you such an 
important hit. And it’s not unexpected, he’s been using you a lot for 
jobs like this.” 

“Yeah, using. Chobei is the son of the shacho—he’s untouchable. 
Killing him is next to impossible. Killing him and getting away with it 
is absolutely impossible. Vasili knows this. That’s why he put 
me on it.” 

“Maybe he has more faith in you than you realize. You’ve done a 
lot of shit lately to earn it.” She arched an eyebrow. 

Masa caught the barb but ignored it. “No, see, Vasili, he’s smart 
like that. If I get killed in the attempt, he says he had nothing to do 
with it. He’d probably be happy to be rid of me. But if I pull it off, he 
can have me killed himself as a show of loyalty to Eriko. He 
wins either way.” 

“T don’t know. You tend to take a pretty pessimistic view of 
others.” 

“Of course I’m a pessimist! When you believe the worst about 
people, they never disappoint you.” 

Sachiko just shook her head. “If you look for the worst in people, 
that’s all you'll find. You can’t just—” 

“Weren’t you even listening? That fucker Vasili still barely knows 
who I am—despite all the shit I’ve shoveled for him. You know what 
he said to me? ‘You still have all of your fingers.’ That asshole didn’t 
even remember that he was the one that made me cut my finger off! Is 
that how low I rate to him?” 

“He’s oyabun. Bosses like him probably get too many fingers to 
keep track of.” 

Masa waved the idea away. “You know what’s even worse than 
that, though? I knew he wouldn’t remember. Hell, I was counting on 
it. ’m just another nothing soldier to him. He gave me the order, and I 


cut my own finger off! My hand was sweating so much the cleaver 
slipped. I had to hack it four times before I got through all the bone 
and tendon! For what? Some asshole who can _ barely 
remember my name?” 

“T thought that’s just how you guys operated.” 

“Yeah, I did that as a sign of loyalty. But with him it only goes one 
way. Respect never flows down from King Vasili. And speaking of 
loyalty, that’s the worst part of this whole shitshow. Vasili is obviously 
too important to track me down himself, so he got Satoshi to do 
his dirty work.” 

“Satoshi? Your Satoshi? I thought you two were friends.” 

Masa sighed. “He’s not my Satoshi. We haven’t been close in a 
while, and then when the thing with you ...” Masa looked sheepish. 
“Anyway, it’s still a knife to the gut that he’s the one tracking me 
down. Considering all we’ve been through.” 

“But how could Satoshi just betray you like that?” 

Masa shook his head. “That’s Satoshi for you, always loyal to the 
boss. Still looking for a father figure. Although I give him credit for 
trying, I guess.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“He asked me to parlay with him. Asked what Vasili wanted with 
me, like he was looking for an excuse not to do it. But I 
couldn’t tell him.” 

“Why not?” 

“If Satoshi knew what I know, he’d be a target too. I couldn’t do 
that to him. We were brothers once, long ago. Maybe he doesn’t take 
that seriously, but I do.” Masa laughed. “It’s almost funny, in a way. 
He’s going to try to hunt me down and bring me to my death, all 
because I tried to protect him from the same.” 

Sachiko was silent for a while. “I don’t know if funny is the word 
I would use.” 

Masa gave her a grim, forced smile. 

“Trust me, it’s fucking hilarious.” 


When the meal was over, Vasili was about to excuse himself and beat 
a hasty retreat when Chobei cornered him. 

“May I have a word? In private? Perhaps we could step outside 
into the garden?” 

“Of course.” Is this where it comes? 

The two walked outside. It was a tasteful Japanese garden, neatly 
landscaped with plants, stone lanterns, bamboo latticework, and even 


a bridge running over a stream. Chobei led the two of them out into 
the center, away from the building. 

Vasili glanced back and saw Jun nonchalantly standing by the door 
lighting a cigarette. Or pretending to, at least, Vasili had never known 
him to be a smoker. Smart, that one. 

“Vasili, I hate to do this, but I have another favor to ask you. You 
must be starting to think I’m nothing but a burden.” 

“No, not at all!” I already think that about you. “What can I do?” 

“Well, I might be in a bit of legal trouble that I was hoping you 
could smooth over.” 

“Eh, possibly. But police are watching me carefully already 
because of serial killer.” 

“No, no, nothing like that. It has to do with one of your 
employees.” 

Here it comes, Vasili thought. He glanced in Jun’s direction. 

“Ai Kikugawa. She’s a television actress managed by VL Starpower. 
She and I have been dating recently, but we had something of an 
altercation the other day. I may have gotten a little 
handy with her.” 

Vasili sighed and rubbed his eyes. “How bad?” 

“That’s visible? Just a black eye, and a bruise on her cheek. I 
apologize, but I had a good reason!” 

Yeah, shitbirds like you always do. 

“She disrespected me. Called me a thug for the way I disciplined 
one of my men.” 

Oh fuck, I hope there’s not another story there. At least not one that I 
have to clean up. 

“T lost my temper and laid hands on her. A momentary lapse on my 
part, and out of keeping with our chivalrous ways, to be sure. Despite 
my repeated apologies, she has threatened to press charges.” 

Vasili chewed his lip and nodded. “So what would you 
have me do?” 

“As her boss, could you ... talk to her? Maybe make her see that 
it’s in her best interest to drop the charges?” 

Vasili nodded, then stepped in close to Chobei menacingly. He 
grabbed the taller man from behind his head by the scruff of his neck 
and leaned in close, a single large finger held up to one of 
Chobei’s wide eyes. 

“T will do this for you this time. As favor to you, and your mother. 
But you will not lay finger on her again. Her, or anyone else. Do you 
understand? You do not hit women. And you do not create problems 
you can’t clean up.” 

“What am I just supposed to do? Let a slight like that go? Let her 
get away with disrespecting me?” 


Vasili shook him hard enough to rattle the tall man, whose eyes 
widened further. 

“Yes. Pick your battles. Your hide is silk; it needs to be 
leather. Toughen up.” 

“Forgive me if I think that deference and respect still mean 
something!” 

“They do, but they have their place. Use your head before you use 
your hands, or your trigger finger.” 

Vasili turned and whistled for Jun, who pushed off from the wall 
he was leaning against and joined his boss. Vasili looked back and saw 
a room full of Chobei’s and Yoshii’s men watching them out in the 
garden. Yoshii seemed to be smirking, but it was hard to say at that 
distance. Vasili’s countenance was carved in stone, but on the inside 
he was cursing himself for losing his cool. 

As they pulled away from the restaurant, Jun once again looked in 
the mirror at his boss. 

“So, now what do you think the chance is that the sit-down with 
Soseki will be a trap?” 

“Hmm, I'd say seventy-thirty.” 


Chapter Four 


Satoshi, Pura, and Johnny skipped Takeshi’s funeral. 

They had to; the police were casing the funeral home looking for 
his accomplices in the robbery. 

Instead, they waited for the other guests to leave, followed soon 
after by the unmarked police vehicles parked nearby. Only then did 
they materialize out of the dark of night to pay their last respects to 
the departed. They found the room where he had been laid out in 
front of a golden shrine and flowers, the smell of incense heavy in the 
air. Takeshi’s white kimono had been closed unusually high over his 
neck to hide the exit wound. Half of his face was heavily caked in 
makeup to hide his other injuries. 

“Only family is allowed at the vigil, gentlemen,” said a Buddhist 
priest from the doorway. 

“Look around,” Johnny said. “We’re the only family he had.” 

The priest seemed unsure but nodded solemnly and left the room. 
Once he was gone, Johnny began removing bottles of liquor from his 
backpack and handing them around. 

“To Takeshi,” they said, raising their bottles in salute. 

“T still can’t believe he’s gone,” Satoshi said sadly. 

“Yeah, well, he might still be here if you had just—” 

“Enough!” Pura said, cutting Johnny off. His eyes were red-rimmed 
and swollen from crying, but his voice was resolute. “We all knew the 
risks. What’s the saying you use? ‘The Path ends sooner for some.’ 
Something like that?” 

Satoshi and Johnny nodded. 

“Alright. That’s the last of that, then. Because we’re all friends 
here. Right?” Here Pura looked at each of them in turn. 

“Friends,” they both mumbled in agreement. They locked arms and 
drank from one another’s bottles. 

“Good.” 

Satoshi mostly saw Pura as a teddy bear, with his easy-going 
nature and tendency towards bumbling screw-ups. But he could be as 
imposing and forceful as any black bear when he wanted to be. 

“So what’s the other job?” Johnny asked Satoshi. 

“What job?” 

“When you told us about this job, you said it was to get out of 


doing another job for The Rock. What’s the job?” 

Satoshi sighed. “Keep this among yourselves. But he wants me to 
bring in Masa for some reason.” 

“Masahiro? Your Masa?” Johnny asked. 

“He’s not my Masa, but yeah.” 

“And I’m guessing it’s not for something positive, right?” Pura 
asked. 

“T don’t know why, exactly. I’m starting to think it’s because he’s 
the serial killer that’s been dropping bodies on Vasili.” 

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Johnny said. “He’s always been pretty 
cold-blooded.” 

“He wasn’t always like that. When we were kids, he was different. 
Back then he was quiet, shy, if you can believe it. But somewhere, 
something changed in him.” 

“What?” Pura asked. 

“T don’t know. I think it goes back to Osammy.” 

“Oh, man, that fucking guy,” Johnny said. “He was the man that 
made me realize evil truly exists. And I never even worked for him 
directly. Just heard shit through you guys.” 

“He was that bad?” Pura asked. 

“You have no idea,” Satoshi said. “I think he saw the same in 
Masa. Or at least something he could work with there. He warped 
Masa into his own twisted image.” 

Satoshi caught Pura looking at him strangely. 


“What?” 
Pura shook his head. “It just doesn’t seem like you. Masa’s pretty 
extreme. But to turn him in like that ... I don’t know how I 


feel about it.” 

“What else can I do? Vasili gave me the order, now I’ve got to 
follow through. I even reached out to Masa, begged him to give mea 
reason not to ... he couldn’t.” 

The other two just looked at him. 

“And if he is the killer, then bringing him in would be the right 
thing to do. Hell, even if he isn’t the serial killer, he’s got enough 
bodies under his belt that ’d be doing everyone a favor by taking him 
out. Right?” 

Satoshi looked at the other two in turn. Neither of them said 
anything. 

“Right?” 


The three of them kept their vigil for their dead friend until dawn 


broke, when the threat of the police returning forced them to leave. 
They went to Johnny’s building to continue their remembrance on the 
roof of the apartment building. With the change of venue (and more 
liquor), their solemn Buddhist-style vigil turned into more of a 
raucous Irish-style wake. 

The three of them sat on folding chairs arranged in a semicircle at 
the building’s edge, peering off at the sprawling megalopolis beyond. 
The sun waged a valiant battle with the fog overhead, flashes of 
golden light occasionally reflecting off the shifting clouds above. 

“Wait ... wait ... is that why you think we call you Pura?” Johnny 
cackled, almost wheezing from laughing so hard. 

“Yeah, isn’t it?” 

Satoshi and Johnny nearly fell out of their chairs. Pura just looked 
curious. 

“Tt’s because ... because ...” Satoshi trailed off laughing. “It’s not 
Pura for pure, or anything. It’s from purasenta.” 

“So my name is a shortened version of placenta? What the fuck?” 

Johnny picked up the story, still chuckling as he dried his eyes. 
“You remember that time you tried to prove to us you could hotwire a 
car while we watched from the bar? And the car’s owner came back 
while you were doing it and started hitting you?” 

Pura flushed, but nodded. 

“And how he chased you down the block, until you tripped on the 
curb. Then his girlfriend stood there hitting you with her purse?” 

“Yeah, thanks for helping me out there, by the way,” Pura said. 

“So we're sitting there watching all this from the bar’s window. 
And Takeshi says, ‘It’s like Saburo’s parents accidentally threw away 
the child and raised the placenta instead!” 

At that Johnny and Satoshi both nearly fell over again. 

“Fucking dicks,” Pura said, smiling as he took a pull off a whiskey 
bottle. 

“Oh man, you could always count on Takeshi for shit like that,” 
Johnny said with tears in his eyes. He turned to Satoshi. “You 
remember the night Yanagi’s crew split up and we had that big 
dinner?” 

Satoshi just started laughing harder. 

“What happened?” Pura asked, already smiling. 

“Masa was outside having a smoke. So Takeshi took the last piece 
of sushi and stuffed it full of wasabi. Then ... then when ...” 

Johnny trailed off laughing, so Satoshi took over. 

“Then when Masa came back, he said, ‘Hey, anyone want the last 
piece of sushi?’ Knowing that when he did that, Masa would take it.” 

“Which he did!” Johnny said. “Right away he starts choking on the 
wasabi. And the rest of us lost it!” 


“Masa would have kicked his ass right there, but he was coughing 
and wheezing so hard he could barely talk!” 

“Then he tried to come over the table at Takeshi, but he started 
coughing so bad he threw up right there!” 

“Holy shit,” Pura said. “I’m surprised Masa let him live after that.” 

“Yeah, Takeshi and I left right after that for a different 
bar,” Johnny said. 

“Yeah, thanks for that,” Satoshi said. “I had to spend the next few 
hours calming him down.” 

“Sorry about that,” Johnny said. “But as we were leaving, Masa 
was at the window in the bathroom, still screaming down at Takeshi. 
Even as he was getting sick, he was all like, ‘You better run, Takeshi! 
I’m going to fucking kill you! You’re fucking dead!” 

Their smiles slowly faded. They stood on the roof of Johnny’s 
building, silently surveying the city. Tokyo stretched out like an ocean 
in front of them, almost too immense to fathom. The wind blew cool 
in the early-morning air. The omnipresent clouds hung heavy in the 
sky above, but out at the horizon, a sliver of golden sunlight shone 
through, illuminating the undersides of the clouds with its rays. In any 
other city it would have produced a brilliant golden sunrise, but in 
dust-choked Tokyo, the best they could hope for was a few beams 
glinting off the clouds. To Satoshi, it was utterly beautiful. Despite 
everything, he couldn’t help but smile even as the tears traced down 
his cheeks. 

Masa always loved the sunshine, Satoshi thought, his smile faltering. 
Now he could see dark clouds rolling and tumbling through the sky as 
they moved over the city. They reminded him of the roiling black 
mass of clouds from his recent dream. His smile died completely. 


Chapter Five 


“Tell me you have something good for me,” Mei said. 

Medical Examiner Suzuki glanced up from his paperwork. “Ah, 
Detective Kimura. Thank you for coming.” 

Mei stood in the doorway to Suzuki’s broom closet of an office. 
The tiny room seemed to be positively bursting with papers, files, and 
folders. A steaming cup of green tea was balanced precariously on a 
bulging mound of papers to the side of his desk. 

“Sorry, let me clear a space for you,” Suzuki said. 

He scooped files off the other chair in the room and motioned for 
her to sit down. 

“Alright, so I’ve been working on building DNA profiles based on 
the blood found at the factory. I tested blood collected from different 
points around the body. This includes the splatter pattern found 
against the wall behind the victim, the trail leading away from the 
scene, etcetera.” 

“Find anything useful?” 

“T think so. Now, the majority of the blood obviously belongs to 
our victim. But the splatter has a distinct profile, as you can see on 
this electropherogram.” He held up a graph with several spikes on it. 
“The spikes represent unique genetic markers, and when you compare 
it with Tetsuo Kobayashi’s profile ...” He held up another graph with a 
different pattern. “You see it’s unique. This points to another victim. 
Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to find a match with any of the DNA 
samples we have on file in our database.” 

“Alright,” Mei said, reasoning it through. “That was from a blood 
splatter on the wall. So, what does that mean? The victim fought back, 
somehow punctured one of his attacker’s veins? Seems like that would 
be consistent with the spray pattern and the amount of blood at the 
scene.” 

“Exactly. But there’s more to it. A lot of the blood I tested seemed 
to be a mix of their two profiles, making it difficult to get a signature. 
But I think I’ve found another, distinct DNA profile in the blood 
trailing away from the scene.” 

At that, Suzuki produced another electropherogram, this one 
different from the two before. 

“Of course, there’s always the possibility of intermixing, 


adulteration, degradation, etcetera given the conditions at the scene. 
But I believe it’s a distinct sample.” 

“And what makes you so sure of that?” Mei asked. 

“When I ran it through the database, I got a match. It’s not perfect, 
but I’d say it’s about eighty-five percent accurate. And it matches a 
known criminal with a violent record.” 

“Who?” 

“Masahiro Shiku. He’s a known kobun of the Kaisha under Vasili 
Loginovski. He did a brief stint in prison for extortion. He was also 
implicated in several murders, but never with enough evidence to 
convict.” 

“So we have the blood of one of Vasili’s soldiers at the scene of the 
murder of another of his underlings. Since then we’ve had another 
body turn up near the premises of Vasili’s main headquarters.” 

“Seems like a pretty clear pattern is emerging.” 

“Yeah, sure seems that way.” 


“Are you following this banking scandal?” Watanabe asked as he 
flipped the page in the newspaper. “Fucking criminal is what it is. 
These guys at Tokyo’s GCBC branch were fucking their clients and 
everyone else over left and right. Made off with billions. We should be 
going after criminals like them.” 

“Not our job,” Mei said. “Besides, I’m sure that if they’re really 
guilty, they’ll get what’s coming to them.” 

“Let’s hope so,” Watanabe said. “And from some of the revelations 
at the trial so far, that might actually happen for once.” 

“Alright, gentlemen, let’s get this meeting out of the way so we can 
get started,” Mei said. “I’ve just come from the medical examiner’s 
office with his report on the factory crime scene at Tsukishima. I think 
we just might have a lead.” 

“About damn time,” Kato said. 

Mei ignored him. “Suzuki is fairly confident that he’s identified 
three distinct blood samples from the scene. The victim’s, that of an 
as-yet-unidentified individual, and Masahiro Shiku’s.” 

There was some murmuring from the room. 

“T take it that means you all know who he is. He is now our prime 
suspect in this case. I’ve pulled up his files, and he has an extensive 
record of violent offenses. Unfortunately, he doesn’t have an 
address on file.” 

“Lots of lower-level soldiers and freelancers working with the 
crime syndicates are floaters,” Watanabe said. 


“Floaters?” Ina said. 

“People with no fixed address. They crash in abandoned buildings, 
condemned areas, that sort of thing. Some are damn near impossible 
to find, when they don’t want to be found.” 

“Exactly,” Mei said. “So our first move is tracking down his known 
accomplices to zero in on him. Ill go see his last known employer, 
Takao Kozu, and see what he knows. Kato—” 

“Who’s going with you?” Kentaro asked. 

“T was planning to go alone.” 

Kentaro shook his head. “Someone better go with you.” 

“T can handle myself.” 

“Yeah, Suga used to say that too,” Ina said. 

“Yeah, I’m not trying to break your lady-balls,” Kentaro said. “It’s 
because you’re lead investigator, tracking a killer who’s not afraid to 
go after police.” 

“Alright. Ina will come with me. Kato, I want you to visit Hajime 
Ozu. He’s a known accomplice of Masa’s. The two did time for 
extortion, so see if he’s heard anything from him. Watanabe, I want 
you to visit Kazuhiko’s sister. See if she can point you in the right 
direction.” 

“On it.” 

“Kentaro, how’s your schedule look today?” 

“T have a full plate with my other caseload. But I'll try to make 
myself available.” 

“Understood. Everyone good?” 

Nods. 

“Then let’s get to it.” 


As soon as Mei finished her briefing, she saw Kentaro get up and head 
for the door. She went after him. 

“Hey! Kentaro! I’d like a word.” 

Kentaro turned in the hallway without saying anything. 

“T want to apologize for the other day,” Mei said. “I was way out of 
line. I realize that what I did was wrong, and potentially damaging to 
the case. I won’t let that happen again.” 

Kentaro nodded but didn’t say anything. 

“To be totally honest, I’m a bit out of my depths,” Mei continued. 
“T’ve never run a major case before. I could use a good detective like 
you on my side. So, please accept my apology.” 

“Apology accepted. But please understand that you need to be 
smarter about this.” 


“T know, I can be a little impatient at times.” 

“Yes, you certainly can. I would also add ‘irresponsible, impulsive, 
and foolhardy’ to that list.” 

“Noted,” Mei said. 

“Tm on your side in this, Mei. But no more roping your personal 
obsessions into this case. Just solid police work and following leads 
until we find the killer.” 

“Agreed. That’s my only agenda from now on. Partners?” she said, 
sticking out a hand. 

“Partners,” Kentaro said, shaking it. 

Mei smiled and turned around to head back towards the office. 

“Mei, hang on a second,” Kentaro called after her. He looked 
hesitant as he approached her. “I didn’t just get angry at you over a 
procedural matter. It’s also a matter of safety. Your safety.” 

Mei remained silent. 

“Look ... you don’t want to give a guy like Vasili any opportunities 
to get his claws into you. Because if that happens, you’ll never get 
free. You'll be ... compromised. A puppet just doing his bidding.” 

Mei nodded, trying not to show any emotion. 

“Believe me, Vasili’s got his tentacles wrapped around more of the 
cops here than you can imagine. And I don’t want you to be another 
one of them.” 

“Thanks,” Mei said. 

Kentaro gave a reassuring smile and then walked away. As Mei 
was turning around, her phone began buzzing in her pocket. She 
pulled it out to see a message from Kameko telling her to meet her at 
a cafe in half an hour. Her heart sank. She yelled back to Ina that she 
needed an hour before heading out. 

Thanks, Kentaro, but you’re too late, she thought as she headed 
for the door. 


Mei stepped through the door into the cafe and scanned the room. She 
spotted Kameko, wearing a dazzling smile and waving at her with 
exaggerated cheer. She trudged over to her table. 

“Detective Kimura! A pleasure,” Kameko said in perfect English, 
with no hint of an accent. 

“Hello.” 

“T’ve already ordered, but help yourself to anything you’d like.” 

Mei slid into the chair across from Kameko. “How about just an 
explanation for why I’m here?” 

“Straight to business, I like that!” Kameko removed a thin laptop 


from her bag and turned it towards Mei. “Security footage from the 
club the night the victim was killed. I didn’t see anything useful there. 
But I’m not a cop, so maybe you'll see something I didn’t. The victim 
starts off at the bar and comes straight towards Vasili, who appears 
from the lower left corner of the screen. Watch.” 

She pressed play on the video. The flashing lights from the laser 
and light show accompanying the music made it hard to see much of 
anything. But she could spot the man leaving his spot at the bar and 
weaving his way over to Vasili when he appeared on screen. There 
was a brief altercation in which the man tried to slap him a few times 
before being brushed aside by the big man and going down. Two large 
security guards darted over, grabbed the man, and dragged him out of 
frame, with Vasili looking back at him over his shoulder. He shook his 
head and turned around, where he went into his office in the wall 
beyond the bar. 

“Here’s a copy for you,” Kameko said, sliding a CD across the 
table. 

“And if anyone asks, how should I tell them I came across this 
footage?” 

“Tell the truth, that it was given to you by a concerned citizen who 
just wants to catch this maniac.” 

“Right. So what else can you tell me about this guy? Why did he 
suddenly go after Vasili?” 

“No idea. Never seen him before. The guy’s name was Kazuhiko 
Komagata, but he wasn’t connected or anything. My guess is he’s some 
asshole who can’t handle his liquor, mouthed off to Vasili, then 
mouthed off to the killer outside and got got.” 

Mei sighed and leaned back. So this was to be their game. They 
were going to try to stymie her investigation at every turn, point her 
in the wrong direction. 

“And you really expect me to believe that?” Mei asked. 

“No, I expect you to solve this case by any means necessary. I’m 
just telling you what we know.” 

“Well, if we’re sharing information, why don’t you tell me about 
Tetsuo’s role in the organization?” 

Now it was Kameko’s turn to lean back. Her demeanor had 
hardened considerably. 

“Alright. He was a ‘fixer’-—if you will—for Vasili’s construction 
interests in Chiba. He had a lot of contacts in the industry and made 
sure things ran smoothly.” 

“Can you be more specific?” Mei asked. 

“Securing permits, authorization, rendering payments, smoothing 
over conflicts. That sort of thing. Generally just making sure that 
things ran as they were supposed to.” 


“And what were some of the ways he did that?” 

Kameko smiled a sly smile and crossed her arms over her chest. 

“T see what you’re doing. Look, for this little collaboration of ours 
to work, we need to have an understanding. In this matter, our 
interests are in alignment. But once this battle has been won, we go 
back to our respective lines to resume the larger war. We both know 
it. So I will reveal details that will help you in this. But I have to be 
careful not to give too much away. Please respect that.” 

Now it was Mei’s turn to smile. “I had to at least try.” 

“And I can’t fault you for that. But to that last point, I will add that 
Tetsuo’s death has been keenly felt by Vasili. It’s causing him 
problems with some of the other heavies in the construction industry. 
That’s why we feel that his death was not an accident, but part of a 
larger gambit to make things difficult for Vasili.” 

“Anything else?” 

“That’s all we’ve got right now. Now it’s your turn.” 

“My turn for what?” 

“To share what you know. Where are you at in the investigation?” 

Mei considered her reply. “Still pretty early days. ’'m going to 
follow up on this Kazuhiko character, find out what I can. Also trying 
to construct a timeline for Tetsuo’s last few hours. I’ll keep you in the 
loop on what we find.” 

“Really?” Kameko asked, raising an eyebrow. “No other leads 
you’re chasing down at the moment?” 

“Not at the moment.” Mei stood up. She slid the CD across the 
table to take with her. “But I’ll let you know when we’ve got 
something.” 

“You do that,” Kameko said. Her head was cocked to the side, 
staring at Mei warily. “And thank you for being honest.” 


Chapter Six 


Vasili and his crew walked into Citizen’s Plaza. The Tokyo 
Metropolitan Government building loomed enormous and gray in 
front of them. It was a gigantic slab of concrete and glass that reached 
upwards a dizzying forty-eight stories, splitting into two different 
towers halfway up. Vasili and his crew came out from beneath the 
Metropolitan Assembly Building, which featured a curved facade that 
formed a semicircle facing the TMG building. 

But the spectacular grandeur of the setting barely registered with 
Vasili anymore. He had been here so many times for so many 
meetings that it was just part of the background. Citizen’s Plaza had 
long served as a meeting ground between crime syndicates. Ironically, 
the fact that the plaza was located in the heart of the Tokyo 
Metropolitan Government afforded its own protection and privacy. 
Nobody dared to bring weapons or start a fight in a place with such a 
heavy police presence all around. It was also mostly deserted, with 
only a few gray-faced bureaucrats scurrying through at 
any given time. 

Having criminals meeting so openly right under the noses of a city 
government powerless to stop them also served as an open fuck you to 
the powers that be. But that was just a nice little bonus. 

As Vasili and his ever-present assistants Kameko and Jun, or the 
Twins, along with Tengu and several of his men, walked into the 
plaza, he saw two groups of men arranged facing each other like 
generals arrayed for battle. Chobei headed one faction, which faced 
off against another led by a man of about fifty who was well-dressed 
with thick-rimmed tinted glasses. His face looked as hard and 
impassive as the concrete surrounding them. He turned to face Vasili, 
causing him to wince. 

The man had an enormous gash that ran from right beside his ear 
to the center of his cheek. Vasili could see into his face, clearly 
glimpsing tendons, jaw muscle, even bone through the gaping hole. It 
wasn’t a fresh wound, which meant that Soseki kept it by choice. Not 
for the first time that day Vasili cursed Chobei for getting 
him into this. 

“Gentlemen,” Vasili said as his own forces drew up. 

Chobei was glaring at the man standing across from him with 


barely concealed fury, while Soseki just stared back calmly. 

“Vasili, thank you for joining us,” Chobei said. “This is Hiro Soseki, 
of the Taira-kai. Soseki-san, this is Vasili Loginovski, who needs no 
introduction.” 

The two men bowed to one another curtly. Soseki seemed to be 
gauging his bow carefully, so as not to bow deeper than Vasili did. 
Vasili was just trying not to stare at his face. 

“A pleasure, I have heard much about you,” Vasili said. 

“Oh, I quite doubt that,” Soseki said. “But I know all about you.” 

“Well, then, I’ll begin,” Soseki said, turning to Vasili. “A loan was 
provided in terms of medications on good faith. This loan was not 
repaid, and overtures for the vig owed were rebuffed. Violently, I 
might add. One of my men is in the hospital with a leg wound, which 
has since become infected.” 

“T hope it rots his brain,” Chobei fumed. 

Soseki nodded in Chobei’s direction. “Yes, that is exactly why we 
wanted a more ... senior member of your organization to adjudicate.” 

“T hear story already. My advice is same as before. Chobei must 
repay loan plus vig that is rightfully owed. He is also to pay damages 
for your man.” 

“Nice of you to see reason. But I’m afraid that’s not enough 
anymore.” 

Of course not, Vasili thought. This was exactly what he was afraid 
of. Not that he blamed Soseki—the man was within his rights as the 
wronged party. 

“No, I also ask that you stand in as guarantor for Chobei. He has 
proven to be ... less than trustworthy in his past dealings.” 

Chobei bristled. “I don’t need a guarantor babysitting me, I—” 

“Oh, but you do,” Soseki said. “I don’t trust you anymore. And I 
can’t deal with a man whose word is worthless. I need something 
backing what you say.” 

“How dare you? The backing of my organization should be more 
than enough—” 

Vasili put his hands up in a conciliatory gesture to silence him, 
then turned to Soseki. 

“You want me to guarantee what, exactly?” 

“Think of it like insurance. I want to know that if he defaults on 
another payment, I can seek restitution from you. Or at least I have 
someone to turn to who is more pragmatic in their thinking. Someone 
who understands how this business works.” 

Now Soseki seemed to be deliberately antagonizing Chobei. It was 
working, as the younger man was practically quaking with rage. 

“Well, what is your decision?” 

This put Vasili in an awkward position. If he said yes, then he was 


on the hook for this powder keg. He didn’t want to be using his good 
reputation to cover for Chobei’s numerous failures. He was already 
doing that enough as it was, and there was no telling how deep down 
Chobei could drag him. And if the fool instigated a war, what then? 
Would Vasili have to back him with his own men? He was already 
stretched thin putting out fires elsewhere. 

But if he said no, it would be taken as a slap in the face by Chobei, 
and possibly also by his mother. He didn’t much care what Chobei 
thought. Never had. But angering Eriko could bring reprisals, or raise 
questions about his loyalty. Nor could he just cut Chobei out of the 
equation and deal directly with Soseki, for the same reason. Once 
again, Vasili was kicking himself that the hit on Chobei hadn’t gone as 
planned. 

As these thoughts fought it out in his head, Vasili was painfully 
aware that the clock was ticking. Soseki just looked bemused, but 
Chobei seemed furious. No doubt he was angry to be assigned a 
babysitter, and doubly pissed that the babysitter was reluctant to 
take the job. 

Oh well, damned if you do, damned if you don’t, Vasili thought. 

“You have money to pay him?” Vasili asked. 

“Yes,” Chobei replied. 

“Very well, I will vouch for Chobei. He will pay you money owed, 
and I will help smooth out problems in future.” 

“Let’s hope it won’t be necessary. Thank you for being reasonable.” 
At that, Soseki cast a pointed glance in Chobei’s direction. “Now, if I 
may, could I have a word with my counterpart? Alone.” 

Chobei seemed about to say something, but the words caught in 
his throat. 

“Go on,” Vasili said. “I’ll talk to you later.” 

Chobei bowed to both men. He turned and motioned for his men to 
follow. 

Once the echoes of their footsteps had faded, Soseki turned to 
Vasili. 

“T hope I’m not overstepping my bounds by saying I absolutely 
hate that arrogant little shit.” 

Vasili watched the tendons in his face tighten and slacken as he 
formed each word. 

“If you’re going to ask me to vouch for him, don’t go out of your 
way to piss him off.” 

“T can’t believe that man is a boss,” was Soseki’s reply. 

“You must know why he is.” 

“T do. Anyway, thank you for being reasonable.” 

“Again, you must know why I’m doing it.” 

Soseki nodded, then he grinned a hideous death-rictus grin that 


Vasili could see from both sides as he shook his head. “The bonds 
we bear, eh?” 
“The bonds we bear.” 


Chapter Seven 


Satoshi climbed the stairs of the dingy office building to the third 
floor, where Kozu’s office was located. The place seemed filthy, 
wholly unsuitable for any self-respecting company. Which made it 
perfect for Kozu’s operation. 

Kozu was one of Vasili’s lieutenants. His crew was primarily in 
charge of overseeing collection and protection work, as far as Satoshi 
remembered. Mostly collecting from suckers who got in over their 
heads with one of the Kaisha’s loan-sharking operations. His crew also 
provided protection to the various pachinko parlors, bars, clubs, and 
other establishments located near their offices, for a nonnegotiable 
fee. Kozu was the only one of Vasili’s lieutenants that Satoshi knew for 
a fact the big man disliked. But as Vasili always said, “Friendship is 
friendship, but service is service.” 

Kozu was short in stature but carried himself with the confidence 
of a taller, more arrogant ass. Or maybe it was the spiky hair, pointed 
cowboy boots with heels, and striped button-down shirts that made 
him seem taller. He had a knack for big sunglasses and jewelry, with 
both tattooed hands covered in large rings. Though the rings also 
served another, more practical purpose, for a shakedown 
artist like Kozu. 

Satoshi knew that Kozu tried to avoid getting his hands dirty 
himself when possible. But he had no qualms about having his crew 
get violent, sometimes to an excessive degree. Of course, from time to 
time, Kozu needed to prove to his own men that he was not to be 
fucked with. If he didn’t continually prove his mettle, the snarling 
animals who served as his foot soldiers were liable to turn on him and 
eat him alive. Satoshi had heard some dark rumors about what the 
man did to prove himself, but he didn’t know how much stock to 
put in them. 

In short, his crew was the perfect home for a guy like Masa. 

When Satoshi climbed to the third floor, he saw Kozu locking up 
his office. 

“Kozu. Wanted to talk to you for a minute, if I could.” 

“Hey, there ... uh, Satoru? Shoji?” 

“You know my name.” 

“Maybe. What do you want? I’m heading to lunch.” 


“Tt’s five o’clock.” 

“Tt’s a late lunch. And now you’re making me later.” 

“T just need a minute. Need to ask you about Masa.” 

“Masa, Masa, Masa ...,” Kozu said, stroking his chin as if struggling 
to recall. “Tall white guy?” 

“Short Japanese dude with a scarred face and a nasty temper. 
Worked with you for years.” 

“Oh yeah, him,” Kozu said as he snapped his fingers. “Haven’t seen 
him lately. Like in weeks. Tell him he’s fired, if you find him.” 

“Yeah, that’s the problem. Nobody knows where he is, and the big 
man needs to see him for something. Looking for any information you 
have on him.” 

“Sorry. I don’t keep records on my soldiers. Maybe try city hall? 
Ask for his tax filings.” Kozu sidestepped to try walking around 
Satoshi. 

Satoshi sidled over to block him. “You’re funny. If you don’t want 
to give me information, that’s fine. But I’m not above taking it.” 

The two men glared at one another, neither wanting to flinch. 

“What can I tell you to get you off my back?” 

“Where can I find Masa?” 

“I don’t know. Anything else?” 

“Well, you worked with him, you saw his day-to-day behavior. Is 
there anything there that can help me?” 

“Like what?” 

“T don’t know, anything that stuck out or was unusual. Was he 
seeing anyone?” 

“Only girl I ever heard him mention was Sachiko.” 

“Doesn’t exactly help me. How about a favorite bar, or 
place to eat?” 

“He seemed to like Japanese food. Ate a lot of that as I recall.” 

“Alright, smartass, if you don’t want to help ...” 

“Look, he was a private guy who mostly kept to himself. I don’t 
know his address. He’s a floater. One of my other guys is convinced 
he’s been crashing with other people, maybe in capsule hotels, trying 
to stay mobile.” 

“You didn’t hang out after work?” 

“With him?” Kozu snorted. “Tried not to. He’d come to bars every 
now and then, but he wasn’t great to have around. Anytime he 
thought a waiter or bouncer was giving him lip, he’d bust their head 
open with an ashtray or something. Not the sociable sort, that one.” 

“You're not giving me much to go on here.” 

“There is one thing. He mentioned going to Roppongi a few times. 
Think he might have been spending time in the clubs there.” 

“Never knew him to be much of a dancer,” Satoshi said. 


“No, but he didn’t object too much to getting his dick sucked.” 

“Oh, you mean the pink clubs?” 

“Yeah. Maybe you should try asking around at those.” 

“There’s only about two hundred of them. I’m sure it won’t raise 
any eyebrows if I start going door-to-door at those places asking 
questions.” 

“Not my problem.” 

“So no idea about an address, or anywhere concrete?” 

“Nope.” 

“Damn, Kozu, you don’t exactly run a tight ship here, do you?” 

“Hey, Masa made his collections, he hit his numbers, and when 
there was a problem he dealt with it. Oftentimes with extreme 
prejudice, I might add. As long as his envelopes weren’t light, I didn’t 
ask about his home life. Such as it is.” 

“Alright. Pll keep looking.” 

“You think he’s even still in the city?” Kozu asked. 

“Of course he is.” 

“He likes it here that much?” 

“Oh no, he hates this city. But it’s the only place where anyone 
knows who he is.” 

“Seems like all the more reason to get out.” 

“You’d think that, but not for Masa.” 


Satoshi pushed through the door to Frenchy’s Bar. There he saw Ryu 
and another bartender pouring drinks as Frenchy entertained some 
customers, as usual. 

“Sorry, but I need to talk to Ryu for a few minutes,” Satoshi said, 
approaching the bar. “Preferably in private.” 

“Really?” the other bartender said incredulously. “We’re already 
down a man.” With that she motioned towards Frenchy, who was in 
the middle of a raunchy story for his captive audience that involved 
lots of hand motions. 

“Will just take a few minutes.” 

He ordered two beers for them, which they took to a nearby table. 

“Hey, I know I’ve been relying on you a lot lately. But I need to ask 
a few more questions.” 

“Shoot,” Ryu said. 

“So now I need to find Masa. Wanted to see if you knew anything 
about where he might be.” 

“Didn’t he show up for the parlay? Shit, man, I put it out there.” 

“No, he did. But I didn’t get the answers I wanted. So now I need 


to bring him in.” 

“To who, The Rock?” 

Satoshi nodded. 

“Damn, dude. Anything serious?” 

“T don’t know. He won’t tell me what it’s about.” 

“Shit. That’s cold-blooded, making you do your own 
brother like that ...” 

“Tm sure he’s got his reasons.” 

“Well, ’ll keep my ear to the ground. But I don’t know what else 
to tell you.” 

“How did you get my message to him before, about the parlay?” 

“T just kind of ... let it be known. I talk to a lot of the people that 
pass through here and Last Resort. And since the clientele at both 
tends to straddle the line between the proper world and the 
underworld, word tends to circulate.” 

“Damn, I haven’t been to Last Resort in a while. Sounds like it’s 
gone downhill.” 

“You will never find a more wretched hive of scum and villainy 
than Last Resort. At least, not if you’re awake and looking to party at 
six in the morning.” 

Last Resort was a notorious after-hours club situated in the middle 
of an office building. It was open from midnight to about noon or one 
the next day on weekends, when it played pounding techno in a 
windowless club for people too chemically altered to sleep. 

Satoshi’s favorite memory of the place involved having his dealer 
at the time dragging him into the women’s room to sell him some 
pills. When a staff member carrying a mop walked in on them (Satoshi 
with money in his outstretched hand and his dealer with pills in hers), 
the staff member apologized to them and marched right back out. But 
it seemed like everyone who partied in Tokyo had their own Last 
Resort story just as debauched as his. 

“You ever see him in there?” 

“On rare occasions. But not lately.” 

“Let me know if you do. So you don’t know where he’s staying, 
who he’s running with, any of that?” 

“Heard he hasn’t been working with Kozu’s crew lately. No idea 
where he’s bedding down. I get the impression he’s trying to keep a 
low profile. But, shit, if The Rock was gunning for my ass I’d probably 
do the same. He got family?” 

“Not anymore. He lost his mother early. His father was a bastard. 
That’s what set him on the Path.” Well, I might have played a part in 
that too, Satoshi thought. 

“Christ, I think shitty parents have got to be the number one 
recruiter for the crime syndicates. You came up together, right? 


Anyone he might turn to for help? Anyone from the past?” 

Satoshi almost said “me” but caught himself. The time for that was 
long gone. “I’ve got some ideas. I think I'll follow up with them next. 
Not looking forward to that, though.” 

“Tl bet.” 


Feeling dejected, Satoshi was about to call it a night when his phone 
rang. Seeing that the call was from Kameko didn’t do much to lift his 
spirits. 

“Yeah?” 

“Hey, there. How’s the manhunt going?” 

“Not great. I’m chasing a trail that went cold long ago.” 

“Yeah, I figured. But you’re in luck, because I’ve got a hot 
lead for you.” 

“What’s that?” 

“How would you like to take a trip to beautiful Tsukishima?” 

“Why would I go to that sinking shitpot?” 

“Because Masa was seen there recently. Seems he was at the scene 
of the crime when Tetsuo got got.” 

Satoshi whistled. 

“Yeah. So get your ass to that ‘sinking shitpot’ and start asking 
around.” 


Chapter Eight 


“Classy.” 

Mei and Ina walked down the tacky hallway in the run-down 
building where Kozu had his offices. As they rounded the corner, they 
collided with a tall guy fumbling with his respirator on the way 
to the exit. 

“Watch it!” Ina barked. 

“My humblest apologies, Officer,” the man said, bowing deeply. 

“Listen, punk, you don’t want to get cute with me,” Ina growled. 

The man just walked on. 

“Forget it,” Mei said. “We’re here for Kozu.” 

As she said that, she turned the corner to see a man standing 
there eying them. 

“Are you Takao Kozu?” 

“Who’s asking?” 

“Detectives Kimura and Ina,” Mei said. “We'd like to ask you a few 
questions.” 

“Of course, Officers, what can I do for you?” 

Mei and Ina exchanged a glance. Usually yakuza weren’t this 
forthcoming. 

“T mean, I’m assuming the big man sent you, right?” 

“Excuse me?” 

Kozu’s demeanor changed suddenly. “Sorry, must have had you 
confused with someone else. And I’m kind of busy right now, so 
maybe another time.” 

“Are you refusing to cooperate with an ongoing investigation?” 

“Suppose I were?” 

That seemed to be the response Ina was hoping for. He began 
reaching for his handcuffs. Mei held out a hand to stop him. 

“You’re not a target, one of your former associates is. So helping us 
out isn’t going to hurt you.” 

“But refusing to sure as shit is,” Ina said. 

“On what charge?” Kozu asked. 

Ina, clearly a scholar in police procedure, took over. “How about 
obstructing officers of the law, for now? We can take you into custody 
for up to a month before charging you, so we'll have time to think of 
something better. Of course, that gives us plenty of time to get a 


warrant to toss your office. That might turn up something juicy ...” 

That got Kozu’s attention. “Alright. What can I help you with, 
officers?” 

“We’re looking for an associate of yours named Masahiro Shiku.” 

“Masa?” he snorted. “Why is that guy so popular all of a sudden?” 

“What do you mean?” Ina asked. 

“Nothing. Ask your questions.” 

“He’s wanted for questioning in relation to an ongoing murder 
investigation. We’re looking for any information you have on his 
whereabouts.” 

“Like I just told that guy, I haven’t seen him for weeks. He was 
called up for some assignment, then disappeared. Haven’t seen him 
since. Kind of figured he had been offed for something.” 

“What do you mean by ‘called up’?” 

“Higher-ups. They wanted him for some job or other.” 

“What kind of job?” 

“Didn’t ask.” 

“You didn’t ask what your own guy was up to?” 

Kozu shrugged. “Sometimes it’s better not to ask too many 
questions. Because you might just get an answer.” 

“Plausible deniability, in other words,” Mei said. 

“Yeah, whatever that means,” Kozu said. 

“It means staying ignorant so you can’t be held accountable.” 

“T see. We just call it ‘minding your own fucking business.” 


Kato pounded on the door so hard that it shook in its frame. When 
there was no response, he pounded again. He was in an unenclosed 
hall on the third floor of a dingy apartment building. The open design 
would have been nice if there was anything besides dust and fog to 
see outside. Kato pounded on the door even harder. 

Finally he could hear motion inside, and a strung-out mess of a 
man answered the door. Even the dim light of the cloudy afternoon 
was too much for his eyes, which he shielded with one hand. His other 
hand scratched at his sagging underwear. 

“!'m Detective Kato with the Shibuya Police Department. Are 
you Hajime Ozu?” 

The man nodded. 

“Could I ask you a few questions?” 

“About what?” 

“We’re looking for a man named Masahiro Shiku.” 

Ozu glanced back inside his darkened hovel, then back at Kato. “I 


don’t know, haven’t seen him for a while.” 

“Someone back there?” 

“Just my dog.” 

“So you haven’t seen him?” 

“Not lately.” 

“But you know why we’re after him, don’t you?” 

“That murder, I imagine.” 

“Which one would that be, exactly?” 

Masa hadn’t officially been named as a suspect. Ozu’s eyes went 
wide as he realized his mistake. 

“T don’t know, there’s always someone getting killed. Wouldn’t 
surprise me if Masa was the one that did it. Look, I gotta go, I don’t 
know anything about this.” 

Ozu tried to close the door, but Kato wedged an arm inside. 

“Look, Princess, I’m going to ask my questions one way or another. 
Makes no difference to me whether it’s here now with your scrawny 
ass hanging out, or in an interrogation room where you're picking 
your teeth up off the floor. Your choice.” 

“Come on, man,” Ozu said with a wince. Kato didn’t blink. 
“Alright, give me a minute.” 

He went back inside and emerged a minute later wearing greasy 
jeans, beach thongs, and a plastic jacket. Once out on the open-air 
landing, he lit a cigarette and offered one to Kato. Kato just crumpled 
up the pack and tossed it at his feet. 

“Masahiro. Where do I find him?” 

“T dunno, man. I haven’t seen him.” 

“You aren’t in touch with him?” 

“No, not for some time. I don’t walk the Path anymore. 
I’m clean now.” 

Kato doubted that very much. Ozu’s dilated pupils and bloodshot 
eyes told Kato that the man was most likely a speed freak or tweaker 
of some sort. 

“If you don’t know where he is, who does?” 

“T don’t know. Like I said, I’m off the Path. That’s all behind me.” 

“That so? Because it’s not exactly cold out, but you’re sweating and 
fidgeting a lot. Which tells me you’re either lying or tweaking.” 

“No, I’m not!” Ozu insisted, putting his hands down by his sides. 
He started shaking. “It’s been weeks, months since I last saw him!” 

“Are you lying to me? Because we can handle this at the station.” 

“Look, man, I don’t want any trouble. I’m trying to go straight.” 

“You want to go straight? Maybe leave the powder alone.” 

“Yeah, no shit, man. I’m trying.” 

Kato gave him one last, long stare. Then he took out a business 
card and placed it in the man’s pocket. He gave him a pat on the 


cheek. 
“Tf you hear anything ...” 
“Tll let you know.” 
“Good. We'll be in touch.” 


“Well, he seems like a real charmer,” Mei said. 

They were out on the sidewalk watching Kozu stalk away down 
the crowded sidewalk. The gloomy early-evening sky was causing 
neon signs and other lights to pop on throughout the city. 

“That guy? I thought he was an asshole.” Ina didn’t seem big on 
subtext. 

“Right,” Mei said, checking her phone. “Hang on.” 

She’d missed a call from Watanabe, so she called back. 

“Anything?” Ina asked when she hung up. 

“He talked to Kazuhiko’s sister, who put him in touch with one of 
his drinking buddies. Asked if we’d meet them.” 

“Let’s do it.” 

“Okay. Place in Kabukicho called the Top Hat.” 

“Sounds fancy.” 

“In Kabukicho? Don’t get your hopes up.” 

A half-hour drive over to the Shinjuku area brought them to one of 
the seedier shitholes Mei had ever been to. It was nestled in the heart 
of Kabukicho along a main thoroughfare, with an alleyway next to it. 
The entire area was named for a kabuki theater that had never 
actually been built. Meaning that Kabukicho wasn’t just figuratively, 
but also literally, built on broken promises. 

It featured rows of dive bars, pink clubs, adult shops, and dance 
clubs, and more all crammed down narrow alleys bathed in megawatts 
of neon that lit up the night. It couldn’t have been more than a quarter 
square mile, but it ate up one-third of the Tokyo PD Vice Department’s 
budget. Mei tried to give it a wide berth when she could. Visiting the 
area made her feel grimy down to the bone. 

The interior of the bar was dark, probably to hide the dirt. The 
only illumination aside from a few bulbs behind the bar came from a 
solitary string of Christmas lights strung along the wall and an ancient 
television in the corner. 

Watanabe was sitting in a corner booth with a scrawny middle- 
aged man who looked like he had been prematurely aged by drink and 
cigarettes. 

“You want a drink, Ina? I’m buying.” 

“Just a coke. Not much of a drinker.” 


She got his coke and a beer for herself, then settled in next to 
Watanabe. He seemed to be red-faced and in better spirits than usual. 
She figured it must have something to do with the nearly empty bottle 
of shochu next to him. From the looks of it, Watanabe was trading war 
stories with the guy. 

“Ichiro the Strangler?” 

The guy shook his head. 

“What? I can’t believe you’ve never heard of him. You know the 
story, right?” he said to Mei. 

She nodded. The Strangler was famous in cop lore. 

“Ichiro the Strangler,” Watanabe continued, “was a vicious killer 
who like to strangle people. Not just enemies, either. Guy would kill 
just about anyone that looked at him wrong. Almost killed an 
undercover cop, but she was able to shoot him and get him into 
custody. He offed three people his first month in jail before a cellmate 
murdered him in self-defense.” 

Mei cleared her throat. 

“Oh, hey, this is Detective Kimura and Detective Ina,” Watanabe 
said, remembering himself. “This is Hisamatsu. He’s a friend of the 
recently departed.” 

At that, Hisamatsu held his head in sadness and lifted up his empty 
shochu cup, which Watanabe filled. He clinked the bottle against 
Hisamatsu’s glass and finished the rest of the liquor straight from it 
before waving it in the bartender’s direction. 

“Tt’s early, Detective Watanabe. You're still on the clock, aren’t 
you?” Mei asked. 

“Of course! Just putting our witness at ease.” 

Mei turned to face the man, who grinned drunkenly. “A pleasure. 
I’m told you were a friend of Kazuhiko. We’d like to ask you a few 
questions.” 

Hisamatsu nodded, looking solemn again. 

“Were you with your friend the night of his murder?” 

“No.” 

“When was the last time you saw him alive?” 

“A few nights ago. We tied one on pretty good.” 

“Where? Here?” 

“Yeah. Don’t remember how the night ended, now that I think 
about it. Probably with us getting kicked out.” 

“That happen a lot to you two?” 

Hisamatsu gave another sly, drunken grin. Mei saw Ina look away 
in disgust. 

“And did Kazuhiko have any enemies?” 

“His liver.” 

Mei sighed. They weren’t going to get anywhere with this guy. 


“What was he doing at Club Hyperion?” Watanabe asked. “Doesn’t 
seem like his kind of place.” 

“Yeah, he’s more a progressive house kind of guy.” 

“Look, asshole, your friend is dead. We’re the only ones trying to 
catch the killer. So maybe you could help us out.” 

At that Hisamatsu’s face caved, and he began sniffling, then 
weeping openly. 

“I know! Oh God, I know! I’m sorry! I know it’s not right, but I 
can’t help it when I drink.” 

“Then help us find who did this. What was your friend doing 
at that club?” 

“T don’t know. He’s never been clubbing before. He never 
even mentioned it.” 

“Does he have any relation to Vasili Loginovski?” 

“Who?” 

“The owner of the club. The night your friend was murdered, he 
had an altercation with Vasili that was caught by the club’s cameras. 
He seemed to pick him out of the crowd and go right to him. Any 
connection?” 

The drunk sniffled, then shook his head. “Never heard him 
mention the guy. He didn’t much care for foreigners, though. Said 
they’re ruining Japan, taking all the good jobs.” 

“Alright, thank you, sir,” Mei said. “You’ve been more than 
helpful.” 

Ina stood up to let him out. Hisamatsu smiled a lopsided grin, 
but didn’t move. 

“We'd like to talk amongst ourselves now.” 

“How about one more drink? I’ve got some great stories—” 

“Maybe another time, sir.” 

“How about—” 

With a snort of derision, Ina leaned over and lifted the man out of 
his seat, setting him down next to him. The drunken imp squirmed 
and fidgeted but was no match for Ina physically. 

“Fine! Assholes! I’m taking this with me!” he said, snatching the 
fresh bottle of shochu and heading towards the bar. 

“T was still working on that,” Watanabe moaned. 

“So where does that leave us?” Mei asked aloud to Ina and 
Watanabe. “This guy goes clubbing for the first time, gets drunk, and 
picks a fight with the first foreigner he sees. And that person just so 
happens to be The Rock? I don’t buy it. He must have some 
connection to Vasili.” 

“Maybe someone put him up to it?” Watanabe said. “Like, maybe 
they’re trying to frame Vasili by pointing the bodies in his direction.” 

That comment gave Mei pause. Was it a coincidence that he had 


leapt to the same conclusion Vasili had tried feeding her before? She 
was starting to wonder if Vasili had other plants on her team. It would 
make solving the case that much more difficult if he was monitoring 
her directly. 

Ina shook his head. “No. We’ve got the blood of one of Vasili’s 
accomplices at the scene of a murder, in which one of his associates 
was killed. Another murder that happened in or near one of his 
establishments. The first victim was implicated in organized crime and 
could possibly have had some connection to Vasili. Can’t all be 
coincidence. Seems like a pattern.” 

“One that leads back to Vasili,” Mei said. 

Ina nodded. Watanabe shrugged. 

“T want an APB put out for Masahiro Shiku. He seems to be our 
best bet right now.” 

“Tl get on it,” Ina said. 

When they left a few minutes later, Hisamatsu was sitting alone at 
the bar. The bottle of shochu was nearly empty, fat tears tracing lines 
down his red, puffy face. 


Chapter Nine 


When Vasili looked into Ai Kikugawa’s blackened eyes, he saw 
nothing but anger and defiance. The actress had a bruised face and a 
swollen lip frozen in a sneer. 

They were seated in the offices of VL Starpower, the talent agency 
he owned that represented her. After exchanging clipped greetings, Ai 
removed the jacket she was wearing to reveal a deep purple bruise on 
one shoulder and yellow grip marks up both arms. 

“T want to start by saying how sorry I am for this unfortunate 
incident,” Vasili began. 

“T’m sorry too. Sorry I ever met that asshole Chobei.” 

“T hope it didn’t affect your show.” Vasili was referring to the 
period drama she was currently filming. 

“They wrote it into the story. My noble samurai husband suspected 
me of cheating, so he beat me until I told the truth. But the writers put 
a happy ending on it. My husband finally accepted my apology for 
giving him reason to doubt me.” 

“I see, I’m very sorry for—” 

“So not only did I get slapped around by my actual boyfriend, but I 
also had to reenact the entire thing for the show in front of 
the whole crew.” 

“That must have been difficult.” 

“Well, at least it was easy to cry. I usually have problems calling 
up tears on the spot, but this time it was a breeze. I just thought about 
what the gossip sheets were writing about me.” 

“T hate to keep dwelling on this matter. But I wanted to ask how 
you plan to respond.” 

“T already have responded. I filed a police report and plan to press 
charges for battery.” 

“Alright. Perhaps you would consider dropping the charges, maybe 
as a personal favor to me?” 

Ai leaned back in her chair and regarded Vasili coolly. 

“Yup, here it is. I figured that the great Vasili Loginovski wasn’t 
here to take an interest in my career. Or my well-being.” 

“Chobei is ... a business associate of mine. I take no pleasure in 
asking you this, but still I must ask.” 

“And this?” she said, motioning towards her bruised face. “Is this 


how you do business?” 

Vasili chewed his lip. “It’s not how I do business.” 

“And yet here you are, telling me not to press charges.” 

“There are other factors to consider.” 

“Like what? Protecting that piece of shit from consequences?” 

Vasili smiled ruefully, then nodded. “Yes. Exactly. Unfortunately.” 

She didn’t say anything. Vasili pressed on. 

“These samurai period pieces, lots of killing, right? Characters 
dying off all the time, right? Who knows? Maybe it’ll be revealed that 
your character was cheating, and your noble husband takes your head 
off. Certainly ups the drama.” 

“’’m a fan favorite,” Ai said in measured tones. “I’m one of the 
show headliners.” 

“Yes, but sometimes bad things happen to good people. Even if 
they don’t deserve it. After all, the show must go on.” 

Ai looked like she was trying not to cry. She swallowed hard and 
then nodded. 

“Do we understand one another?” Vasili asked. 

She nodded. “The show must go on. Are we done here now?” 

“Yes. Thank you for your cooperation. And again, my apologies.” 

Ai grabbed her jacket and stood up to go. At the door, she stopped 
and turned around. 

“You know, it would have been nice if you came bearing a carrot 
instead of just more sticks. Considering I’ve already been beaten.” 


After his meeting with Ai in the morning, Vasili returned to the club 
for the rest of the day’s business. He was sitting at the bar outside his 
office, trying to wash the bad taste out of his mouth with a vodka on 
the rocks, when Chieko walked in. She was accompanied by a man 
Vasili had never seen before. 

With her big belly, bald head, and flat nose, Chieko looked like a 
statue of the Buddha—if the Buddha had had a pierced nose, 
eyebrows, and tongue. Heavy-looking chunks of gold hung from these 
piercings, as well as both ears. Her personality was just as level and 
even-keeled as any Buddhist’s, and she was constantly on the lookout 
for opportunities to make more money. 

Chieko was one of his lieutenants. She ran private parties 
throughout the city for a wealthy clientele. She would arrange 
anything from high-stakes poker and mah-jongg games to lavish 
parties, orgies, and more. Chieko and her crew promised absolute 
secrecy and discretion, along with protection for gamblers coming 


with large quantities of cash in hand. 

“Chieko!” Vasili said, giving her a bear hug. “How are you?” 

“Y’'m good, boss. Doing good. I’d like to introduce you to my new 
driver—slash-security guard. Vasili, Drake, Drake, Vasili.” 

“A pleasure,” Vasili said, shaking the man’s hand. 

“Likewise,” Drake said in a booming voice. 

Vasili was no slouch at just over six feet tall, but Drake stood a 
good head taller than him. His neck was thicker than most men’s 
thighs, with cords of vein running down the bulging muscles 
of his arms. 

“Where are you from, Drake?” 

“Well, my mother was Okinawan, and my father was US military.” 

“Was he a tank?” 

Vasili could have sworn Drake’s laugh shook the bottles behind the 
bar. “No, but I can see why you might think that. To answer your 
question, I was born in Okinawa but grew up on different bases 
around the world. Life of an army brat.” 

“T see. Well, glad you’re on our side.” 

Vasili walked behind the bar to pour them both drinks. A shochu 
with water and ice for Chieko, and a whiskey neat for Drake. Vasili 
poured the whiskey into a tall glass, but Drake didn’t even flinch. 
Once the drinks had been drained, Chieko pulled out her envelope and 
handed it to Vasili. 

“How is business?” Vasili asked. 

“Can’t complain. High-stakes poker is still far and away my biggest 
breadwinner. But those Friday-night swinger parties are starting to 
pull in a good take.” 

“Good to hear. Say, you haven’t seen Atsushi lately, have you?” 

Chieko smiled. “No. I wonder what happened to that guy?” 

“Well, if I had to guess, I’d say he is probably living it up on 
tropical island somewhere.” Vasili paused to take another sip. “Or he’s 
wrapped up in plastic tarp at the bottom of Tokyo Bay.” 

“Either way, must be nice to have a chance to just relax.” 

Vasili snorted at that. Drake looked confused, so Chieko 
filled him in. 

“Atsushi Tomonaga, or Aces, as he was called, was one of the best 
gamblers around. He excelled at Texas hold’em, but he played and 
won at everything from baccarat to mah-jongg.” 

“Ballsiest player you ever saw,” Vasili added. 

“That’s why he won,” Chieko said, looking at Drake. “He wasn’t 
afraid to take chances. He was the same way in his business dealings, 
always taking chances, doubling down when they succeeded and 
backing off when they didn’t. A good lesson in there for you.” 

“Yes ma’am.” 


“Good lad,” Vasili said. “Now give us a minute, Drake, I want to 
talk to my lieutenant.” 

Drake got up without a word and left the room. 

“He seems solid.” 

“He’s a brick house.” 

“T meant dependable.” 

“That too.” 

“Good. I wanted to ask if you are having any problems lately. 
Anyone getting in the way of your business?” 

“Well, not at the moment.” 

Vasili cocked an eyebrow at that. 

“Haven’t had anything out of the ordinary. The occasional stickup 
kids trying to take down a game, or the occasional scandalmonger 
trying to score pictures of celebrities leaving a sex party. The usual.” 

“Alright. Just asking. I’ve been seeing some strange stuff lately. Is 
making me paranoid. I must be jumping at shadows.” 

“Well, in that case, I almost hate to mention this, but ...” 

“What?” 

“Well, Governor Etchi attended one of our recent swinger parties 
with some of his Genyoto pals. He was complaining about how 
gambling was illegal, how we shouldn’t be putting on games, and on 
and on. Then he hinted that maybe we should be paying for his 
discretion in the matter.” 

“That greasy fuck is trying to shake us down?” 

“T don’t know. He was drunk at the time. Nothing has come of it, 
but I’m keeping an eye on the situation.” 

“Do that. Have you heard anything else through your contacts?” 

“About what?” 

“Anything suspicious. About me, about the Kaisha ...” 

“Not that I can recall. Why?” 

“Probably nothing. But lately I’ve been getting bad feeling. Like 
someone is after me.” 

“You mean like the cops? Or the rival gangs outside of Tokyo 
pushing in? Or the other bosses within the syndicate who would kill 
their own mothers for your territory? Or—” 

“Okay, point is taken. But no, something else.” Vasili shook his 
head. “Never mind. Is just bad feeling.” 


It had been a long and trying day. Vasili stood at the wall-to-ceiling 
window at his office, staring out. He checked his watch to see it was 
six thirty. Fuck it, he was going to knock off for the day. He couldn’t 


remember the last time he had taken off work so early. But sometimes 
you just had to treat yourself. 

At least, that’s what he thought until Jun walked in with his phone 
to one ear. He had a pained look on his face. 

“What?” Vasili mouthed. 

“Tt’s Arinaga from out in Chiba,” Jun said as he hung up the phone. 

“Eh, jog my memory.” 

“He’s our watcher overseeing the construction site for the 
Kanto Engineering job.” 

“And how’s it going?” 

“Tt’s not. He said some guys made off with a lot of their materials 
and equipment. And unless they get them back soon, it’s going to 
cause significant delays.” 

Vasili’s blood boiled. “Who would be stupid enough to steal from 
me? I want these men found, and I want them—” 

“He knows who they are. They left a business card. It 
was Matsuo’s guys.” 

“Fuck. Get the car.” 

So much for his early night. 

They tracked Matsuo to the restaurant he was eating at. It was a 
run-down izakaya, all wood and tatami mats with half the menu 
written in marker on pieces of yellowing paper hung on the walls. 
Such places weren’t that common in Tokyo, but much easier to find in 
the surrounding regions. Especially run-down industrial hellscapes like 
Chiba. Vasili almost felt sorry that Matsuo had to live like this. 
Almost. 

Vasili and Jun found them sitting on tatami mats around a low 
table laden with beer steins and greasy food. Matsuo was already 
drunk, given the red glow of his chubby face. 

“Eh, so this is what passes for fine dining out here, I take it?” Vasili 
said as they approached. He stood looming over Matsuo and the 
other seated men. 

“Vasili! How are you? Care to join us?” Matsuo asked. 

“Why, so you can eat off my plate?” 

“Plenty to go around for everyone.” 

“Then what’s this I hear about your men stealing from me?” 

“Tt’s not stealing when you just take what’s owed. You haven’t paid 
me yet, so I took my payment another way.” 

“Considering that we’re on same team, I would have appreciated a 
heads-up before you go siphoning supplies from my site. This is going 
to cost me.” 

“So you order some more supplies, give your guys a few days off. 
No big deal.” 

“You know what ‘time is of the essence’ clause is? You must, 


because you have your fat little fingers in many construction pies. It 
means my company can be sued if it doesn’t finish construction on 
time. I’m told we were right on schedule. We won’t be after a delay 
of several days.” 

Matsuo’s face hardened and his smile faded. 

“You were late paying me. Now we’re square. Until next month, at 
least.” 

“That’s not how we do things in—” 

“Well, that’s how we do things here in my territory. You want to 
operate in Chiba? Fine. But pay me what’s due. Show me the respect 
I’m entitled to.” 

“Then show me some respect and return those supplies. I will send 
payment tonight. But I cannot risk that kind of liability.” 

“Too late. This month is paid.” 

Vasili just shook his head. He wasn’t used to being on 
the receiving end. 

“What’s the matter, Vasili?” Matsuo pressed. “You having cash- 
flow problems?” 

He was. 

“Of course not. Just a lot on my plate right now. And on top of it 
all, now I need to have sit-down with my boss and some asshole who 
is shaking me down.” 

Vasili turned and stormed out, followed closely by Jun. They 
weren’t even out the door before he heard chortling from Matsuo 
and his men. 

“Well, that was the perfect end to perfect day,” Vasili said. 

He was sitting in the backseat of the SUV as Jun drove them home. 
Jun looked in the rearview mirror and nodded his condolences. 

“When do I have some—” 

“Sorry,” Jun said, pulling out his phone and answering it. 

A tense-sounding conversation followed. Vasili tried to follow from 
the one side he could hear. It did not sound encouraging. 

“Don’t tell me today just got better,” Vasili said when Jun hung up. 

“Oh, no, it didn’t. That was Kameko. We lost another shipment.” 

“Another explosion?” 

“Yeah, this time the package was still on the tanker. It’s all 
over the news.” 

“Fuck.” 

“It gets worse. Early coverage is calling it a terrorist attack.” 

Wrenches being thrown in the machine from all sides. Sometimes 
he wondered how he had kept it chugging along this long. 


Chapter Ten 


Satoshi got off his motorcycle and locked it in front of the Tsukiji 
Honganji Temple. He was hoping that the proximity to such a holy 
place would deter thieves. He figured it was a long shot. But then, 
wasn’t that what faith was all about? 

At least it was safer than locking it up on the island of Tsukishima 
itself. It was almost guaranteed to get stolen there. He walked down 
Meiji Street and crossed the bridge to the island. Tsukishima, while 
small for an island, was still a large area for one man to cover on foot. 
He decided to start down by the factories on the far side, where the 
murder had taken place. 

As Satoshi walked, he passed through what looked like a night 
market of sorts. There were food carts and lean-to structures serving 
alcohol. People gathered around in groups, eating from steaming 
bowls and drinking sake from chipped mugs or paper cups. Children 
with dirty faces ran through the crowds, playing and chasing dogs. 

When he looked up at the abandoned apartment buildings that 
loomed above, he could see candlelight in some of the windows. No 
matter how many times the police threw people off the islands, they 
just kept coming back. Most of them didn’t have anywhere else to go. 
They must have figured that the city would swallow them whole long 
before the crumbling ground beneath them did. 

He eventually made it to the factories lining the far shore. Some of 
these had flickering lights in them as well, with the sounds of people’s 
voices wafting out of broken windows. Others were completely dark, 
with no signs of life at all. It was at one of these factories that Satoshi 
found the fraying yellow police tape blocking off a door that had been 
left ajar. He took out a flashlight and pushed his way inside. 

The corner by the door looked like a red paint can had exploded. 
He had a quick look around but didn’t think he would be clever 
enough to spot something the police had missed. So he pushed deeper 
into the building. He found plenty of scattered trash, but little else. 
Coming to the end of the building, he saw a staircase leading upstairs, 
which he climbed. Up top, he walked through the largely empty room. 
The only thing he found aside from some abandoned shelving units 
was a nest of a sleeping bag and several blankets in one corner of the 
room, along with an electric torch and some other camping gear. 


The other side of the room across from this had a large hole where 
the floorboards had rotted away. He noticed that this offered a view of 
the crime scene when viewed from the proper angle. Meaning that 
whoever was living here just might have seen something. Of course, if 
someone had been watching and gotten caught, that might explain the 
gratuitous amount of blood at the scene. 

Satoshi was leaving the factory when he heard a shrill, nasal voice 
call out to him from somewhere in the dark. 

“Ne! Ne, ne, ne! You’re not supposed to go in there, mister! They 
told us to stay out!” 

“Shut up, Rika, he’s one of them!” said a boy from nearby. 

“He doesn’t look like one of them, though!” 

Satoshi looked over to see a young girl of maybe eight wearing a 
hat with a pair of floppy rabbit ears. She grinned a lopsided grin that 
appeared larger than her face, with snot trickling from one nostril. 
Next to her stood a boy a few years older, who glared at Satoshi 
suspiciously. When Satoshi walked towards them, the boy stepped in 
front of the girl in a protective manner. 

Satoshi held his hands up in a gesture of peace. “Who told you not 
to go in there?” 

“The other guys. Yakuza or something.” 

“Rika! Shut up!” 

“It’s okay, ’m not with those guys. I’m just trying to find a 
friend of mine.” 

The boy just glowered, so Satoshi tried a different tack. 

“Hey, ’m hungry, are you two hungry? Think if I got us some 
dinner, you’d let me ask a few questions?” 

The boy’s face softened, while the girl began jumping up and down 
and clapping. Satoshi tried again once they were seated at a long table 
in one of the tents. The children were a lot more cooperative with 
steaming bowls of ramen and a plate of dumplings in front of them. 

“Hey, you’re not going to have any ramen?” Rika asked. 

“Tll have some dumplings. Not as hungry as I thought.” Satoshi 
turned towards the boy, whose name was Dai. “So who told you to 
stay out of the factories?” 

“T dunno, some gangsters. It’s not all the factories, but they kicked 
everyone out of a few.” 

“What are they doing in them?” 

“Bam! Bam! Bam!” the girl said, using her finger as a gun to 
execute imaginary people in front of her. 

“You don’t know that, Rika. Don’t tell stories.” 

“Yuh-huh!” she insisted. “Old man Ebina told me! He saw 
them doing it!” 

“You know what they’re doing there?” Satoshi asked Dai. 


“T dunno. I hear things, but I can’t say for sure. Some say they’ve 
been dealing in them. Others say they’re killing people. There’s a 
rumor that the serial killer has been using them.” 

“What do you think?” 

“Sure, it’s possible.” 

“Looks like someone was maybe sleeping upstairs in the factory I 
was in. You know who that might be?” 

“That’s ol’ Ebina! He’s not afraid of anyone!” Rika said. “Said he 
saw the murder that took place in there!” 

“Did he, now?” Satoshi asked. “Any idea where I can find him?” 

“He comes and goes,” Dai said. “He stays on the mainland some 
nights. Calls that his summer home.” 

“T see. Alright, I’ll ask around. One last question,” Satoshi said, 
pulling up a photo of Masa on his phone. “Have you seen this man 
around at all? Maybe with the yakuza guys?” 

Dai shook his head, while Rika nodded hers vigorously. 

“Yeah! I’ve seen him around a few times. He’s always getting into 
fights with people. He your friend?” 

“Not exactly. He’s a bad man, so you stay away from him. But he 
wasn’t with the guys using the factories?” 

“Nope!” She shook her head for emphasis, her bunny ears flopping 
back and forth. 

“And no one else either?” 

“Well ... he was with one guy. Nervous guy, looked like a rat.” 

“Ozu?” 

Satoshi said this aloud, but more to himself than the girl. Nervous 
and rat-faced was a description that fit their old coworker Ozu to a T. 

“If you say so. That guy,” she said, pointing to the photo, “he was 
talking about going back home.” 

“And did he say where that was?” 

“In Yotsuya.” 

Yotsuya? Satoshi had just been there visiting his mother recently. 
Did this mean that Masa was back at his family’s old apartment? Hard 
to imagine, considering how much evil memories of his father and his 
rough upbringing still plagued him. Still. If there was a chance that 
Masa was in the old neighborhood for some reason, Satoshi had 
to follow up. 

“Alright, thanks, kids.” Satoshi stood up. He dug through his 
pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. He peeled off a few thousand 
yen, which he slid towards Dai. “In case you get hungry later.” 

“Thanks,” Dai said. 

“T hope you find your friend!” Rika shouted after him. 

“He’s not my friend!” Satoshi said over his shoulder. 

As if it mattered. 


Luckily, Satoshi’s bike was still there when he got back to the 
mainland. Good thing too, because he was due to meet Hisoka for one 
of their increasingly rare date nights. He caught up to her right as she 
was finishing her shift, and they ducked into an izakaya near her 
hospital. 

“Oh, and there was this other guy, Shidehara. Brilliant yakuza boss 
who prided himself on his management style. So much, in fact, that he 
wrote a book on business management with lessons from his years of 
experience.” 

“What, like trade secrets?” 

“Some, yeah. You can still find copies of it in Kinokuniya. It looks 
like any other book on management principles, except it’s got this 
gangster on the front with a subtitle like ‘Double profits with proven 
yakuza management tricks’ or some shit.” 

“T can’t believe the Kaisha would let him get away with that.” 

“Oh, they didn’t. His own men force-fed him his own book 
before shooting him.” 

“Damnit, Satoshi, I thought you said you were going to keep it 
light tonight.” 

“What? It’s ... kinda funny.” 

“Murdering him by making him choke on his own book?” 

“Well, maybe not ‘ha-ha’ funny. But there’s a certain poetic 
justice to it.” 

Hisoka just shook her head. Their waiter came by with a plate of 
sashimi and the daikon salad they had ordered. 

“Did you order sashimi?” Hisoka asked. 

“Yeah, I know how much you like it.” 

“Yeah, but I can’t eat it while I’m pregnant!” 

“Why not?” 

“Parasites, mercury, radiation ...” 

“Well, you’ve got to toughen the kid up at some point,” Satoshi 
said, grabbing a slice of fatty salmon with his chopsticks. “I mean, 
they’re already four months old. You can’t coddle the kid forever.” 

Hisoka gave a sarcastic smile as she picked up some of the salad 
with her chopsticks. 

“Sorry.” 

“See, you’d know that if you bothered to come to any of the 
birthing classes.” 

“T know, I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance so far. Pll make the next 
one for sure.” 

“Well, hurry up. The kid will be here soon. Oh! Speaking of which, 


I was thinking we should go on a trip before that.” 

“You want to go traveling now?” 

“Why not? We won’t have another chance for a while. And besides, 
I’ve never been outside Japan like you have.” 

“Well, ’'ve only been to Hong Kong and Shanghai. And both times 
were for business. So I wasn’t really sightseeing, more like . 
well, you know.” 

“So let’s take a trip! I want to lie on a beach somewhere, maybe 
see the sun for a change.” 

Satoshi thought for a moment. “Suppose I could take some time ... 
but probably not for a month or two.” 

“Great! I went ahead and looked around some.” She pulled out a 
stack of printouts and started leafing through them. “Okay, 
how about Bali?” 

“Sure, but most of the beaches are gone now. It’s still got 
mountains, in case you want to hike.” 

“T do ... but after I give birth. Then you get to carry the kid.” 

“T see you’ve given this some thought.” 

“Uh-huh.” She flipped through the pages. “What about Hawaii? 
You can speak English.” 

“Same deal. Not many beaches, and the ones they have are 
crowded.” 

“Thailand? We could see some temples, some historical sites. You 
know, get some cul-cha like the fancy people.” 

Satoshi smiled. “We are fancy people. But it’s not really safe there 
now with the civil war.” 

“That’s still going? Wow. Alright, how about the Philippines?” 

Satoshi almost choked on his drink. “No! They execute guys like 
me on sight there. Did you hear about those Australian college girls 
they hung for littering?” 

“Oh no, let’s not do that, then.” She looked through the printouts 
again. “Well, that’s about all I had for now. Where else would be a 
good destination?” 

“T dunno. Let’s look into it. Not many nice places left anymore.” 


Chapter Eleven 


“There are six things that the Lordhates, seven that are an 
abomination to him: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands that shed 
innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked plans, feet that make haste 
to run to evil, a false witness who breathes out lies, and one who sows 
discord among brothers. Thus it is written in Proverbs 6:16-19, and 
thus it is so. Amen.” 

“Amen,” the congregation intoned back. 

Mei sat in the warm church, listening to the monotone preacher 
drone on. She was drowsy but trying not to show it. She was 
accompanying her father this Sunday morning to church, a ritual they 
went through about once a month. Having been born to and raised by 
two devout Christians, Mei considered herself religious, even if she 
didn’t attend church every week. Her father, however, didn’t exactly 
see it that way, and tried to guilt her into attending with him every 
time he went. 

Once the service was over, the two of them walked to a cafe for 
lunch. 

“Have you been following this banking scandal?” her father asked 
when they had been seated. 

“T haven’t had a chance to do anything but work this case.” 

“T tell you, those are the real criminals. You ought to go after 
them. They’re saying at the height of the scandals, GCBC was pulling 
in trillions of yen each year. Trillions. Kind of makes other crime seem 
almost quaint.” 

“Well, I don’t know if I’d call murder and mutilation ‘quaint,’ but I 
take your meaning.” 

“What’s the latest?” 

Mei filled her dad in on the incident at Club Hyperion. Naturally, 
she left out her meeting with Vasili afterwards. 

“Wow. Even after all that, they kept you on?” He thought for a 
moment. “They must really want you on this case.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“Well, that was grounds for dismissal and then some. I guess you 
should be happy. It speaks to your reputation that they kept you on 
despite all that.” 

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Dad.” 


“Tm just saying. So where are you with the case? Any promising 
leads?” 

She told him about the case as he nodded along. 

“See, that’s what bothers me about this case,” Mei said. “The fact 
that there isn’t any evidence.” 

“T would have thought the dead, mutilated bodies would bother 
you about the case.” 

“You know what I mean.” 

“Of course. But you’re right. This kind of professionalism is 
unusual.” 

“Exactly. This isn’t some messy psycho fetishist who gets off on 
killing people and mutilating bodies. This is carefully orchestrated.” 

“Maybe they were suicides,” her father said offhandedly, taking a 
sip of coffee. 

“T figured you, of all people, should know to take this seriously.” 

“Then show me how by taking it seriously yourself!” He slapped 
the table as he shouted this, making her coffee spoon clatter against 
the saucer. “Come on, show me some inspiration here! Show me 
youre not sleepwalking through this case. What have you 
done so far?” 

“Alright, if you really want to know,” Mei said, “we’ve run 
background on all four of the victims so far. Interviewed family, 
coworkers, and close friends of all except the girl. We couldn’t find 
much on her. This didn’t yield much.” 

“Tt never does, unless the killer is sloppy as hell. What else?” 

“We also cross-referenced their credit card and bank card usage in 
their final days, as well as phone records. Trying to get their daily 
patterns down to see if there was any deviation in the days leading up 
to their deaths.” 

Her father nodded along. “That’s good. What else?” 

“Well, ’'ve been trying to get patrols in the Shibuya District 
doubled. On the off chance that he gets careless.” 

Her father waved the thought away. “You’ll never catch someone 
this careful that way. What about the leads the last detective was 
working? Anything promising?” 

“T think he was more interested in chasing headlines than the 
killer. He was looking into a connection with some of the death cults.” 

“You don’t think it’s worth pursuing?” 

“No evidence of any involvement.” 

“Besides the mutilated bodies, you mean?” 

“That’s not a definitive link. Besides, there’s nothing tangible 
linking the murders to the Invited, the Cult of Under, or any of the 
others.” 

“Then how do you explain the mutilation?” 


> 


“Honestly? I think this guy wants attention. That’s the only 
explanation that makes sense to me. That’s why he dropped a body on 
the governor’s press conference like that, for maximum effect.” 

“He’s theatrical, I’ll give him that. Any other patterns you see?” 

“Yeah. Organized crime.” 

“Christ, here we go,” her father said with a shake of his head. 

Mei asked him to hear her out, then explained the evidence for it. 

“Tf it rains tomorrow, you’d find a way to blame the syndicates.” 

“So what are you saying? The connection’s not worth pursuing?” 

“T ...” He sighed. “Of course it’s worth pursuing. It sounds like the 
best lead you’ve got. I just don’t know if it’s the best you’ve got 
because it’s the lead you’ve been chasing, or because it’s for real.” 

“Maybe you'd like to take a look at the evidence?” Mei offered. 
“Oh, wait, I forgot. You gave up a long time ago.” 

Her father just shook his head. “Alright, alright. What do you think 
of your new team?” 

“They seem alright. No all-stars or anything, but they should be 
able to help out with some of the lighter lifting. At least ’ve got 
Kentaro there to help me.” 

“Glad to hear it. Just watch out for the bullshit.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Oh, just that they’ll test you. Always happens with new team 
leaders.” 

“Like what kind of tests?” 

“Just to see what they can get away with. What you'll allow. If 
they think you’re weak, they’ll walk all over you. But if you’re too 
much of a hardass, that will alienate them and you'll be on your own. 
You’ve got to walk a fine line when you're in charge.” 

“T think two of my guys are already testing me. They both put in 
overtime requests for a night when I know for a fact they weren’t 
working, because we went for drinks together. One of them—Kato— 
was even smirking about it after.” 

“Yeah, that’s the kind of thing you want to watch. 
They’re testing you.” 

“So what do I do? Never bend? That seems like a good way to 
piss them off.” 

“Be flexible when you have to, but stand your ground otherwise. 
Because if you bend too much, you’re already broken.” 

Mei nodded. “True, true.” 

“And always remember what First Corinthians 10:21 tells us.” 


Mei stared at him, not comprehending. 
Her father looked annoyed. 
“You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons.” 


“Right,” Mei said without making eye contact. “Good advice.” 


“That was amazing!” Tim said, sinking into the bed next to her. 

“Tim, rules!” Mei said harshly, pointing at the towel folded up next 
to her bed. 

“Oh, right, right.” 

He got up and wiped the sweat off his naked body before getting 
back into bed. When he tried to embrace her, she moved away. 

“You really don’t like cuddling, do you?” 

“Tt’s fine,” Mei said. “Just not right after. Give me a minute 
to cool down.” 

“You know, in all the time I’ve known you, I don’t think I’ve ever 
seen you completely naked.” 

Mei looked down at herself. “What do you call this?” 

“Yeah, but you never take this off.” Tim picked up the necklace 
that hung from her neck. It was a cross on a gold chain. “Are you 
religious or something?” 

“You could say that.” 

“That’s funny, because I—” 

“Hey, you weren't planning on _ staying over or 
anything, were you?” 

He knew the drill by now, but he tried for it anyway. “Well, I was 
hoping that maybe—” 

“Because I have to get up early tomorrow.” 

Tim nodded and got up from the bed to gather his things. 


Chapter Twelve 


Footage of the wounded tanker had been plastered over every news 
channel and newspaper for days. Images of smoke and flames 
billowing from its hulls. Images of lifeboats taking off from the 
limping vessel. Images from inside the belly of the tanker, all twisted 
metal and blackened blast marks. 

It pushed all talk of the GCBC trial currently rocking the country 
off the front pages. Personally, Vasili couldn’t wait until that was back 
on everyone’s mind. Not because he necessarily liked hearing about 
collusion and price-fixing in financial markets, but because right now 
he wanted the topic of conversation to turn to absolutely anything 
else. He thought about leaning on Ara at NHK some more but 
dismissed the idea. There was no way they could bury a story this big. 

He stood watching the coverage on one news show, where they 
were showing Coast Guard vessels tugging the damaged tanker 
through the bay with a police boat escort. He flipped to another, 
where they were interviewing a sailor aboard the ship describing the 
explosion. A third channel featured the governor of Tokyo railing 
against all of Japan’s enemies, both real and imagined. Vasili turned 
the volume up, then wished he hadn’t. 

“’.. will not stand for this! The people of Tokyo will not stand for 
it, I will not stand for it, and neither will the Genyoto behind me! This 
is terrorism, plain and simple. And such attacks must be met with full 
force! 

“For that reason, Genyoto lawmakers in the National Diet are fast- 
tracking a bill designed to provide legal sanction and approval to the 
Dark Army and similar groups to begin operating out in the light. This 
force in particular has played an important role in peacekeeping and 
aiding law enforcement within the capital—” 

“Bullshit,” Vasili said. 

“And by making them an official arm of the party, we hope to 
further expand their ability to protect the people of Tokyo. By vesting 
them with additional authority, they can begin helping to rein in such 
terrorists, while also targeting the homegrown threats to the good 
people of Japan, who are under assault from organized crime and 
gangster organizations like—” 

Vasili changed the channel again. This one showed more footage of 


the flaming vessel limping to port. The caption below read: “13 killed 
in blast, 19 injured.” 

“Looks like things just got more difficult,” Kameko said 
from behind him. 

Vasili nodded. “Looks that way.” 

“Well, come on, we’re going to be late for your next meeting.” 


Vasili and his assistants walked down the long hallway of the squat 
tenement building to Takabe’s makeshift office. The chickens clucking 
and pecking at the floor scurried out of their way, seemingly oblivious 
to the thrash metal music blasting from up on the third floor. Feathers 
fluttered around them, and the pungent smell of chicken shit was 
heavy in the air. If this wasn’t the worst meeting he had ever been to, 
it was certainly close. 

Two of Takabe’s people stationed outside the door opened it and 
ushered them inside. They found themselves in the tiny apartment 
that Takabe had repurposed into his office for this job. He was on the 
phone when they entered, but motioned for them to be seated in the 
sofa and chairs facing his desk. Fortunately, the inside of the room 
was somewhat insulated from the shrieking thrash metal blasting up 
above. 

“’,. just two more, and I think one’s about to break soon ... Yeah, 
the chickens always do it to them. But this other guy ... Exactly, he’s a 
tough motherfucker. But you know me, I’m going to get it done . 
That’s right. Alright, bye.” 

With that, Takabe turned towards them. “Vasili! Great to see you, 
buddy. And you too, Jun, Kameko. How is everyone?” 

Takabe was one of the most genial people Vasili knew in this 
business, which was strange given his coal-black heart when it came 
to everyone outside the organization. He had a good-natured sense of 
humor that was a bit on the dark side. A sardonic smile was constantly 
plastered to his thin face under a mane of hair that he kept slicked 
back. He was one of the few other bosses that Vasili genuinely liked, 
even if the man was kind of a gaping asshole. 

Takabe had fingers in lots of different pies, as they all did. But he 
primarily specialized in jiage, otherwise known as land-sharking. 
Essentially, land sharks were skilled at convincing landlords to sell 
their properties to larger developers who wanted the land. And 
landlords who were looking to sell their property but didn’t want to 
deal with the cumbersome task of legally evicting tenants would use 
them to “convince” the unwanted occupants to move out of their own 


accord. Takabe was a master in the subtle art of persuasion in such 
matters. 

“We're fine, I suppose,” Vasili said. “Certainly better than 
the tenants here.” 

“Well, they’re mostly gone. Just an old lady on this floor who’s 
ready to sign, and a geezer upstairs. But this guy,” he said, pointing a 
finger upwards and laughing appreciatively. “This fucking guy is one 
tough nut to crack. I’ve been blasting metal round the clock and 
letting the chickens run wild. I even had manure hauled up to the 
balcony to his left, and started a raw garbage compost heap in the one 
to the right. Fucker hasn’t even blinked.” 

“So what’s next if this doesn’t work?” Kameko asked with a 
devious twinkle in her eye. 

“Well, next come the jackhammers. The building is gonna be torn 
down anyway, so we just start jackhammering away in the next room. 
Maybe knock out a water pipe while we’re at it.” 

“Have you tried to buy him out?” Vasili asked. 

“Oh, of course, that’s our first step. I even offered him a decent 
market rate for the place. But he says it’s got sentimental value.” 
Takabe said this with a wanking motion. “Anyway, I’m sure you didn’t 
come here to listen to my heroic tales of derring-do. What can I 
do for you?” 

“Wanted to see if you could help me with a problem.” 

“Well, ’m not gay, but if you wanted to picture me when you’re 
trying to get hard, feel free.” 

“Funny guy, this one,” Vasili said to his assistants. “Actually, 
problem is raging hard-on who is trying to fuck me. Name of Matsuo, 
maybe you hear of him.” 

Takabe laughed. “Unfortunately I have. What’s the problem?” 

“My fixer Tetsuo is gone, killed by serial killer. Now Matsuo say 
price for me to operate construction businesses in Chiba is double. I 
know you have many contacts in construction there. I wonder maybe 
you can help me with this problem. Act as fixer of sorts, make him 
more reasonable.” 

Takabe leaned back in his chair to consider. “I don’t know. I can 
try, but I don’t know if I have that much pull with him, to be honest. I 
might be able to ...” 

Just then the screaming thrash metal upstairs suddenly cut out, 
leaving Takabe to trail off. 

“Oh, what the fuck? Why is the music off?” Takabe said as he 
walked out to the men at the door. “Hey, get Ochiai down here. I want 
to know what’s up with the music.” 

He sat back down at his desk. “Sorry about that. As I was saying, 
I'll give it a shot, but I can’t promise anything.” 


“Ts all I ask. If it does work, I will owe you one. Is something you 
need, you just ask.” 

“What the fuck, Ochiai?” Takabe said, looking past Vasili towards 
the door. “What happened to the music?” 

Ochiai walked into the room, bowing to the guests before 
answering his boss. “I just talked to the guy on his way back in. At 
first he couldn’t hear me, then when he saw I was talking to him, he 
turned his hearing aid up. Guy’s almost stone deaf without it on.” 

“Fucking fuck,” Takabe said thoughtfully. “So he hasn’t heard any 
of the shit we’re playing?” 

“Well, I don’t know if Id call Cannibal Cocksqueeze ‘shit’ 
per se, but ...” 

Takabe’s face split open in an enormous shit-eating grin of 
appreciation as he leaned back. He pointed upwards again. “This 
fucking guy. We’re going to have to step up our game again.” He 
turned back to Vasili. “Pll speak with Matsuo for you. See if I can get 
that grasping fuck to maybe part with a few coppers and give them 
back to you.” 

“You are most kind. A true gentleman.” 

“Yeah, I really am,” Takabe said absentmindedly. His gaze drifted 
upwards again. “I think I’ll have the boys pack cement into the sewage 
line out of his place. See how he likes his apartment when he’s 
drowning in shit.” 

“Well, I will leave you to it, good sir.” 


Chapter Thirteen 


“Oh, come on, Vasili, this shit again?” 

“What sobriety conceals, alcohol reveals,” Vasili said. 

Jun had finished going around the table and placing a bottle of 
shochu by each of Vasili’s lieutenants. Vasili motioned for them to fill 
their glasses from their bottles. Then he filled his own glass from the 
bottle of vodka that had been placed by him. He always drank from a 
bottle that was larger and full of vodka that had a higher proof than 
that of the shochu his lieutenants drank. This was to compensate for 
his higher tolerance for alcohol, which came from his fondness for 
vodka and his inherent Russian-ness (which some would say were one 
and the same). 

This was a ritual he had initiated several years ago with his 
lieutenants. He had taken the idea from Japanese business culture, 
where it was common practice for employees to be given free rein to 
criticize their superiors when drunk. He wanted brutal honesty to 
dominate among his inner circle, and he found that near-fatal doses of 
alcohol were an excellent way to promote the culture of openness and 
honesty he was after. 

“For the company!” Vasili said, holding his glass up. 

“For the company,” the others groaned, clinking glasses. 

Then the drinking began in earnest. 

“Hey, why isn’t he part of this?” Chieko asked, motioning towards 
Jun sitting over by the wall. 

“Yeah! Get the Twins in on this,” Tengu said. “Which one are you 
sleeping with again?” 

“Both of them, I thought,” Kozu said. 

“Very funny,” Vasili said. “Jun does not like drinking, though he’s 
welcome to if he likes.” 

Jun shook his head. 

“What’s his problem?” Chieko said. “Such a serious face all the 
time. Like his dad just died or something.” 

“More like he killed him,” Kozu said, slugging away at his bottle. 
“Something sinister about that one.” 

“Jun?” Vasili said. “No, I kill his dad. Long time ago.” 

“T can never tell if you’re joking or not,” Tengu said. He turned to 
Jun. “Is he joking?” 


Again, Jun shook his head no. 

“Doesn’t help much,” Tengu said. “I can never tell if you’re joking 
or not either.” 

Once the drinking had progressed to a certain point, Vasili started 
the meeting. 

“Tll go,” Tengu growled in his gravelly voice. 

Tengu usually kicked things off—partially because of his 
hotheaded nature, partially because he couldn’t hold his liquor very 
well. Which meant he couldn’t hold his tongue very well. 

“What the fuck are we doing about the attacks from the 
mainland?” 

“We are in holding pattern right now. Until Wu _ Lin 
has chance to—” 

“Fuck Wu Lin. The man’s in on it, or he’s too stupid to stop it. 
Either way, we can’t trust him.” 

“Please!” Vasili held up his hands in a placating manner. “We must 
give him chance.” 

“Why? Because he’s always been such a great guy to us?” Kozu 
sneered. 

“No. Because killing him would be costly. Might involve war with 
triads, which I don’t want.” 

“His organization doesn’t have to know,” Tengu said. “I can make 
it look like an accident. Like he just tripped ... and fell into his own 
grave.” 

“Also is reason that he’s important connection for us. Nobody else 
can replace him right away for quantities of substances I am 
ordering.” 

“That’s it,” Chieko said, snapping her fingers. “There’s the real 
reason.” 

Vasili ignored her and kept looking at Tengu. “But, if I don’t get 
satisfactory answers soon, I send you on holiday to China. How’s your 
Cantonese?” 

“T can say ‘Fuck you’ in twelve languages, including Cantonese!” 
Tengu declared proudly. 

“And they say the education system is failing,” Chieko said. 

“Okay, Tengu. Keep your bags packed, just in case. And take that 
one soldier of yours with you. He speaks the language, yes?” 

“Lee? Yeah, native speaker, from the mainland.” 

“Alright, Chieko, what would you like to say to me that you’re 
normally too sober to say?” 

Chieko glowed slightly redder than normal, but she had always 
been able to handle her liquor well. 

“Fuck you,” she said evenly. “For making us do this. That’s what 
I’d say for starters.” 


“Duly noted. Anything else?” 

“Why are you having me pull back? Why the sudden ban on 
hosting outside our borders?” 

“Just a feeling, let’s say.” 

“About what? You’re keeping me in the same part of town as that 
sick fuck who’s eating people’s hearts—” 

“He’s not eating hearts, don’t spread that rumor,” Vasili 
interrupted. 

“—or having sex with their lungs—” 

“Not doing that either.” 

“or whatever. And I get it, you’re careful. We’re all careful. But 
sometimes you're like ... overcautious.” 

“How long have we been doing these little drinking sessions of 
ours?” was Vasili’s reply. 

“T ... [don’t know, a few years.” 

“With the same group?” 

“Except for Asuhara, yeah.” 

“Exactly. Other bosses lose people, replace people, all the time. But 
you’re still here. Is because I urge caution. Because making a little 
more cash now doesn’t mean shit if it’s stashed under your 
mattress in jail.” 

Chieko took another drink of shochu but remained silent. 

“Just humor me, on this, yes?” Vasili continued. “I am having bad 
feeling lately. Like people are moving against us. Against me. Maybe I 
just have bad taste from business with Matsuo in my mouth. But 
maybe is something more. So we pull back a little, for a time. Is 
temporary. All things are temporary.” 

“Alright, next question, then,” Chieko said. “Why can’t I have 
girls?” 

Vasili sighed. It usually came back to this with Chieko. 

“Come on, it’s a perfect fit for my business. The guys at these 
parties always ask for women when they’re drunk.” 

“You have the swinger parties. Just have them bring their own 
girls. Problem solved!” 

“Come on, these are politicians, business magnates, lobbyists we’re 
talking about here. These guys can’t get their own women. Not having 
whores is just leaving money on the table.” 

“Here we go again, you and your whores,” Kozu said. 

“Don’t talk shit about whores,” Hikaru said. “If it wasn’t for 
prostitutes, you’d never get laid.” 

“Hey, I can get laid anytime I want! I don’t have to pay some dirty 
whore to get off!” 

“Gentlemen, please!” Vasili said. “What is wrong with whores? My 
mother was prostitute.” 


The table fell silent. The lieutenants seemed unsure if they were 
being baited, and no one wanted to take that bait in case he wasn’t 
joking. Vasili continued after a pause. 

“No prostitutes. Again, I have good reasons for this. First, is too 
close to business of Yoshii and Miyagi in Kabukicho. I have enough 
problems with that faction without them thinking I am moving 
in on them.” 

“Miyagi? I thought she just produced porn,” Chieko said. 

“And owns hostess clubs, and pink clubs, and more. Is closed loop, 
basically.” 

“But this would be different. Private parties, girls on demand, that 
sort of thing.” 

“Yoshii will not see it that way. And if he asks Matsuo to lean on 
me, he will do this.” Vasili closed his eyes and thought for a few 
moments. “Ask me again in month or two. Maybe I have different 
answer then. But for now is no.” 

Kozu just shook his head. 

“What?” Vasili asked. 

“Tt’s just weak, is all. You’re afraid to look like you’re challenging 
Yoshii and those assholes. So you block one of your lieutenants from 
earning more. That actually weakens us. It’s like a, what do you call it, 
self-fulfilling prophecy.” 

“Ts not weakness to bide your time, wait for opportunity.” 

“Sure, I guess.” Kozu didn’t sound convinced. 

Chieko shook her head. “Money on the table.” 

“Well, then, here is idea: show me some initiative,” Vasili shot 
back. “You cannot think of other ways to earn? Then why 
are you here?” 

This elicited a round of cheers from the others. Chieko’s face 
flushed a deeper shade of red. 

“Tll go again!” Tengu said. Judging from his red face, he was fully 
drunk now. “Why do you keep pulling my guys for other 
assignments?” 

“Just Satoshi, and it’s just been for a few jobs.” 

“You grooming him or something?” 

“Possibly.” 

Tengu nodded as if he had been expecting that. “He’s a good man. 
You could do a lot worse than put Satoshi in a leadership role.” 

“You are not upset about me taking him out from under you?” 

“Oh, when it happens, I'll rage and yell. But only because he’ll be 
hard to replace. That combination of loyalty and competence is rare.” 

“What’s this job you’ve got him on now?” Kozu asked. 

“You know how these little chats are a chance for total 
honesty with us?” 


“Yeah.” 

“Well, not this topic. Is off-limits. Just something I need him to do. 
Next question.” 

“Tll go,” came a quiet voice that hadn’t spoken yet. 

Everyone’s head swiveled to look at Madoka as he spoke. He was 
heard from so rarely it was almost a special occasion. Vasili noted that 
his eyes were purple and green tonight. 

“Why the fuck am I here?” 

“Because we all really enjoy your company,” Vasili said. “Find you 
pleasant to be around, great conversationalist.” 

Madoka smiled his wicked grin. “I freak you all the fuck out.” 

That was true. 

“Now you do,” Kozu said. “I think I liked you better back when 
you were a chick.” 

“Too bad,” Madoka said. “I didn’t.” 

“Please,” Vasili said to Kozu. “Is inclusive workplace environment I 
am aiming for here.” 

“What I’m trying to ask is: why do you have me doing what I’m 
doing?” 

“What exactly is it that you do again?” Tengu said. “Still not 
clear on that.” 

“Yeah, besides act like an androgynous weirdo?” Kozu said. 

“What’s androgynous mean?” Tengu asked him. 

Kozu snorted. “Shit, Tengu, did you even make it to high school?” 

“Briefly. Had to drop out in junior high to support my family.” 

“Are you done?” Vasili said. “Madoka is running a laboratory for 
me. Several laboratories, actually. He is trying to reproduce some of 
the substances we import from overseas.” 

“But the question is why?” Madoka said. “Even with these recent 
problems, it’s still cheaper and easier to import drugs than 
make them here.” 

“Tt is,” Vasili agreed. “For now. What happens when Barrier is 
complete? Importing gets harder. Producing drugs here becomes 
cheaper and safer than trying to run the barricade.” 

“You think they’ll use the Barrier to restrict trade?” Chieko said. 

Vasili just shook his head. “I haven’t heard anything yet. But it 
would not surprise me. Plan for the best, but prepare for the worst. Is 
my motto.” 

“Makes sense,” Madoka conceded. 

“Alright, Hikaru. Have not heard from you tonight. Go ahead, tell 
us what’s eating you.” 

Hikaru glanced up. His expression didn’t change. 

“Nothing from me, boss,” Hikaru said. “Happy as a clam.” 

“Uh-huh. Still don’t want to talk about it?” 


“Nothing to talk about.” 

“Good, glad to hear it.” 

In the back of his mind, Vasili knew he shouldn’t push the matter. 
The wound was too fresh and he was too drunk to handle this 
delicately. But with his brain swimming in vodka, Vasili couldn’t help 
opening that wound. He needed to know if it was infecting Hikaru. 

“So just to confirm, but you don’t resent me right now for allowing 
your cousin to be killed? Right? And you’re not going to act against 
me because of it?” 

Everyone looked at Hikaru. Hikaru, in turn, glared daggers at 
Vasili. Finally, he picked up his glass, finished his drink, and 
set it down. 

“Exactly,” he said, getting up to leave. 


After the business drinking session, he and his lieutenants had 
continued drinking for fun. Without realizing it, he had finished off 
the rest of the vodka bottle. Vasili barely remembered getting home 
that night. Somehow Jun must have been able to wrestle him into the 
car, then upstairs into his bed. He lay on top of the bed, still clothed, 
wishing the room would stop spinning. 

Scenes and images from long ago flashed through the haze of 
alcohol clouding his brain. A disassembled engine lying in a thousand 
pieces on his workbench at the garage. A hooded man squirming on 
the frozen ground illuminated only by car headlights. The frozen 
flowers lying on his mother’s snow-covered grave. He saw the city of 
Norilsk from the backseat of the sedan as Konstantin drove them to his 
first job. Remembered how he hadn’t even realized what was expected 
of him on this “job” until Iosef had pressed the gun into his hands. 
lIosef, smiling and winking and saying, “What? You’ve already made 
your bones. This should be nothing for a seasoned killer like you.” 

Then he was hurtling forward in time, until he was standing in 
Shibuya Crossing on his first night in Japan. Konstantin and Bogdan 
were next to him, all of them turning around slowly as they marveled 
at the sight before them in gape-mouthed awe. Soon they were gone, 
and he was alone in Japan. 

He remembered the nearly condemned apartment he’d lived in 
when he first started working for Moto’s crew. He could afford better 
once he started earning, but not many landlords would rent to 
foreigners. Especially not foreigners who couldn’t point to a legitimate 
employer. Especially not foreigners who had yakuza tattoos all over 
their body for some reason. 


He thought back to the young kid with a black eye and bruises on 
his skinny arms who he would see sitting on the dirty staircase of that 
shithole tenement. He remembered how he would shy away when 
Vasili went to tousle his hair. How sometimes he’d hear screaming and 
shouting from the apartment he lived in. 

He recalled the night he was in his apartment, drunk after a night 
of drinking with his crew, when he heard shouting and banging from 
the boy’s apartment. He walked downstairs to see a man screaming at 
a woman out in the hallway. He was shoving her into the wall at 
points as if to punctuate what he said. Vasili could see the young kid 
looking on wide-eyed and frightened from the doorway as his mother 
cried. Vasili’s pace never slowed as he approached the man in the 
hallway. 

“What the fuck do you—” was as far as the man snarled before 
Vasili’s heavy fist caught him in the chin. The man went down, 
spitting blood. Vasili picked him up by the scruff of his neck and 
slammed him into the wall. The man went down again, and stayed 
down this time. Then Vasili turned around and went upstairs without 
a word, needing to sleep. 

The kid would smile when he saw him after that, finally even 
worked up the courage to speak with Vasili on occasion. Vasili started 
asking the kid to run little errands or do odd jobs for him. The kid 
never talked much, but he was happy to do them. 

“If I paid you for these errands you run ...,” Vasili had said one 
day after the kid had served as a lookout for him. 

“My stepdad would take the money and drink it away,” the kid 
had replied. 

“Tll hold on to it for you, then.” 

He remembered when the kid had disappeared for a while without 
a trace. It took him some time to get the truth out of his terrified 
mother. When he did, he went to visit the kid in the hospital. The boy 
had a glazed look as he stared at Vasili from his bed, his arm in a 
sling. He barely spoke. When a nurse helped the kid to the bathroom, 
Vasili noticed he was limping, and he came back with a red dot on the 
back of his hospital gown just below his waist. 

Vasili visited the kid again a few days later. Still, the kid would 
barely speak. Vasili gingerly set down a bag of candy and manga 
comic books on the tray over his bed. Or tried to, at least. His hand 
was swollen to twice its size. He could barely open and close it. The 
kid looked up at him wide-eyed. Vasili just nodded. 

“He was supporting us. My mom doesn’t have a job.” 

“You will support them,” Vasili said. “You work for me now.” 

The kid looked at him and nodded. There was no fear in his eyes. 
Since then, Jun had never shown him fear, only devotion. 


It was then that he awoke with an explosive inhalation, gasping for 
air as the vision faded. He felt hot, still flush with alcohol, and it was 
making him sweat. He stared straight ahead at the wall for a few 
moments, then became aware of movement in the room. A dark 
shadow padded over to him, and set a hand gently on his shoulder as 
it crouched down in front of him. 

“You okay?” 

“Jun?” Vasili asked, struggling to prop himself up. 

“T didn’t want to leave you. You seemed pretty drunk.” 

“Tm fine, Jun. Get some sleep.” 

Jun nodded and went back to the chair he had been sitting in. 

“Jun, get some sleep in your own bed. I need you rested.” 

The shadow paused, then padded towards the door. Vasili still 
couldn’t see straight. 

“Jun?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yow’re a good kid, Jun. A good kid. Always have been.” 

Jun nodded. In the light from the door crack, Vasili even saw him 
smile. 


Chapter Fourteen 


Satoshi stared up at the crumbling building. The exterior was covered 
in mold, the top wreathed in fog and smoke. He knew that the 
building was nowhere near as ominous as he made it out to be, but 
somehow it still exerted an outsized pull on him. The shadows cast by 
his memories made the place seem even darker than it really was. 

The building was the old tenement Masa had lived in with his dad 
and younger brother when he was growing up. The kids on 
Tsukishima had said that Masa had mentioned going home to Yotsuya. 
This had to be what he meant. 

It had taken Satoshi a while to find the place again. He had 
memorized the labyrinth of side streets and back alleys that separated 
the place from the train station in his youth. But it had been a long 
time since he actually walked them. Every step of the way, he saw 
Masa, just out of reach. Always up ahead, down the next alley. 

The building still seemed to be partially occupied, judging from 
the lights on in different rooms. The place had been a shithole slum 
back then. It didn’t look like time had improved it any. 

Even now, as he stared at the building, he saw Masa, Pura, and 
himself standing off to the side of the building in a distant memory 
from long ago. Young Masa was shaking his head and smiling as he 
fumbled with something in his hands. 

“Okay, but I’m telling you you’re going to lose,” Masa said. 

“Make it two thousand yen, then,” a young Pura said confidently. 

“You too?” Masa said to Satoshi, who nodded. 

“Okay, here we go.” 

Masa held out his hand with three onigiri stacked on top of one 
another. Then he crammed the entire stack into his mouth and started 
chewing. 

“T don’t fucking believe it,” Pura said. 

“Hold up, he’s got to swallow it too, remember?” Satoshi said. 

Masa contorted his face as he tried to chew around the wad of rice 
and seaweed in his mouth. His cheeks bulged outward, a look of 
intense concentration on his face. Finally, after much mashing of teeth 
and some painful-looking swallowing, he managed to gulp it all down. 

“Unbelievable,” Satoshi said, taking out two bills. He slapped them 
into Masa’s outstretched hand. “Un-fucking-believable.” 


Satoshi smiled. He remembered that day. 

He walked past the memories standing by the door and into the 
building. He ambled down the grimy hallway to the elevator at the 
end and pressed the button. When he did, the door lurched open a few 
inches, then stopped. The elevator began buzzing and its light blinking 
as the door tried to close itself. Hmm, still broken, Satoshi thought to 
himself. You’d think in ten years’ time they’d be able to get that fixed. 

He was about to go over to the familiar staircase to head up when 
he heard voices from inside the elevator car. He peered inside to see 
Masa and him sitting in there shooting the shit. His younger self was 
smoking a joint, which he offered to Masa. Masa declined and 
continued telling his story. 

Satoshi turned away and walked up the stairs. Masa was here too. 

“T don’t know if I can do it anymore.” 

A dejected Masa was sprawled out across the stairs. Satoshi’s 
younger self sat several stairs up, watching him. 

“Your father?” he had asked then. 

Masa nodded. 

“So why don’t you move out? You’re probably making enough to 
support you and your little brother.” 

“Yeah, but I can’t raise him. I can barely take care of myself. 
Besides, no landlord is going to rent to a sixteen-year-old dropout. 
They’ll guess right away that I’m on the Path.” 

“So have one of the older guys rent the place for you. Or act as 
your cosigner or something. Kenta looks legit. He’s not too 
tatted up yet.” 

“Maybe you're right. I’ve got to look into it. His drinking’s getting 
worse.” 

Satoshi shook his head, in the exact same way his younger self 
had. “You’ve got to get Nori out of there. He’s just going to keep 
hurting you two if you don’t.” 

Satoshi walked by the visions from his past and further up the 
stairs. When he came to the fourth floor, he walked down the hallway. 
It was darker up here. Fewer of the old tenants left, he figured. The 
door had a realtor’s key box hanging from the doorknob, indicating 
that the apartment was empty. Satoshi removed the key Masa had 
given him years ago from his pocket. It slid into place and unlocked 
the door with only some slight resistance from the rust in the hinges. 
Satoshi was only half-surprised to see that this ten-year-old key still 
worked. 

He looked around the empty room. The memories here were even 
thicker, more painful. He had to breathe deeply just to avoid having 
his emotions overtake him. Which was hard, because the musty, 
cloying odor in the room made it difficult to breathe. He pulled his 


respirator back into place to block out the smell. Then he began 
walking through the empty rooms. 

The entryway led into a hallway, with rooms branching off it. 
Satoshi ducked into the first room on the right, which Masa and Nori 
had shared. The frayed tatami mats of the floor rustled softly under 
his feet. The stained walls made it look like shadows were 
everywhere. 

He heard the sounds of crying coming from the corner. He looked 
over to see Masa trying to comfort Nori that time their dad had 
backhanded him into the doorknob in a drunken rage. Masa shushed 
him while holding a bag of frozen gyoza over his bawling brother’s 
swelling forehead. He looked over to the far corner, where his 
younger self sat watching Masa sooth and calm his crying brother. 
Young Satoshi was rocking back and forth, squeezing his hand open 
and shut convulsively, practically quaking with rage. 

“Tt’ll be alright,” Masa said to his younger brother. But he was 
looking at Satoshi when he said it. 

Satoshi walked back into the hallway and down to the end, to the 
living room. He had a lot of memories from this room, too. Almost 
none of them good. Even now, he heard shouting coming from that 
direction. He walked out into the room to witness a scene he had 
already seen before playing out again. 

Over in the corner he saw Masa, barely able to stand as blood 
poured from a gash in his forehead. On the other side of the room 
stood Masa’s father. He was clearly drunk, but no less fearsome for it. 
Even when completely wasted, the man was frightening, fully capable 
of inflicting a good deal of damage. Before he had discovered booze, 
Masa’s father had been a construction worker. He looked wiry and 
small, but Satoshi and Masa both knew from experience that he threw 
a mean punch. And when he was brandishing a lamp like he was now, 
he was a force to be reckoned with. 

Satoshi saw himself as he was back then. He was standing between 
Masa and his father, a look of pure hatred in his eyes as he stared the 
older man down. He was maybe seventeen when this had happened. 
Older than Masa and a bit bigger. He had always been taller, but now 
he was more solid. Big enough to stand up to Masa’s drunk father as 
he swung the lamp at him. He caught it in midair as it came down ina 
big arc towards him, then head-butted Masa’s father hard in the nose. 
The older man went down wailing. 

“Now knock this shit off!” he yelled at the old man. 

“You fuck off! He’s my son and Ill diss-plin him however I want!” 
the old man shrieked back, unsteadily rising to his feet again. “You 
fuck off or you’ll be sorry!” 

Satoshi stood his ground. A look of angry defiance blazed in 


his narrowed eyes. 

“You hit Masa again and I’ll make you sorry!” 

That set him off. Masa’s father threw the lamp at Satoshi, aiming 
for the center of his chest. Satoshi dodged, yet it still clipped him, 
sending him off-balance. The old man charged, but Satoshi dug in and 
caught him with his shoulder. 

“Tll fucking kill you, Masa! You and your fucking friend!” 

Satoshi pushed him off enough to get in a few shots, that last one 
of which was a hard hook to the man’s temple, which dropped him to 
the floor and left him writhing. 

“Come on,” Satoshi said to Masa. 

Satoshi held out his hand and pulled Masa to his feet. Then he 
grabbed the half-empty bottle of shochu from the coffee table, then 
the half-empty bottle of whiskey from the kitchen. He threw some ice 
from the freezer into a plastic bag and wrapped it in a kitchen towel, 
which he handed to Masa. The two headed for the door. Masa gave his 
dad a hard kick on the way out, sending the man down again. 

Satoshi followed the two of them out the door and upstairs. He 
watched them head out the door to the roof. The door opened inward, 
so they had fashioned a chain to the front that looped around a hook 
they had drilled into the brick wall next to the door. Several seconds 
later, he heard Masa’s dad bellowing on the other side, yanking as 
hard as he could. The chain would only budge an inch or two at most, 
leaving him screaming in vain on the other side. 

Young Satoshi and Masa watched the door. Then they looked at 
each other, and Masa shook his head. They walked to the edge, where 
they had set up folding chairs. Satoshi took a swig of the whiskey, 
then handed the bottle to Masa. He declined. They settled into their 
chairs and looked at the bright lights of the skyscrapers of Shinjuku 
off in the distance. Back then you could still see the sky more often 
than not. Sometimes even a few stars shone through the bright lights 
of Tokyo. 

“Thanks for helping me,” Masa said. 

Satoshi took another slug off the bottle. He waved Masa’s comment 
away, then motioned for him to put the ice on his forehead, 
which Masa did. 

“T mean it. If you hadn’t shown up, I think he might have done 
some real damage this time.” 

“Look, let me ask Taichi, or Yoshizawa or someone about cosigning 
for a place for you. You and Nori need to get out of here, before he 
kills one of you.” 

As if to emphasize the point, the chain rattled behind them as 
Masa’s father yanked on the door. He shouted curses at them, 
promising them all manner of bodily harm. 


“Yeah, do that,” Masa said with a sigh. “They’ll probably do it if 
you ask them.” He looked out at the skyscrapers beyond. “I’m so sick 
of this shit.” 

“Hey, come on, you can put it behind you.” As he said this, the 
chain rattled louder as Masa’s father shouted abuse at them. “Soon, 
anyway.” 

“T’m just so fucking tired of this. Taichi and those guys on the Path 
give me shit, call me a runt and joke about how I’m a fuckup. Then I 
come home to a dad who just abuses me and demands I fork over half 
of what I make so he doesn’t have to work. What the fuck? Am I just 
going to be everyone’s doormat forever?” 

“Those guys ... they do that with everyone,” Satoshi said. “Don’t 
take it personal. They know it bugs you, that’s why they keep at it. 
You’ve just got to let it roll off you.” 

“Easy for you to say. They don’t go after you like they do me. They 
think ’m weak.” 

“You haven’t been on the Path as long as I have. Believe me, I got 
the same shit starting out. It takes time to win them over.” Satoshi 
remembered the lie. He was trying to make Masa feel better. The 
teasing Masa got was worse and went on longer than anything Satoshi 
had been subjected to. 

“But I do everything right! I work as hard as you do, I’m moving 
packages as fast as you, my corners don’t have any problems—” 

“You’ve been getting into fights, though. I heard you started some 
shit with those Ichigaya boys.” 

“They started shit with me! I was just responding.” 

“Yeah, and you caused some problems for Taichi. The bosses don’t 
like that. They don’t want you sending messages or anything. They 
just want you to run things quiet and smooth. No waves.” 

“T guess. Yeah, you’re right. [’ll try to be ... quieter. Not get in any 
more fights.” 

Satoshi nodded, just the way his younger self did in the memory. 

“Just do what it takes to fit in now. It’s the guys who do what 
they’re told that climb the ladder. You follow orders and do a good 
job, you move up, become a boss. That’s what we need to do. Before 
long, we’ll be running this city. You and me!” 

Masa grinned and set the ice down. “Yeah, you and me! Running 
things! How awesome would that be? You the brains and me the 
muscle! Two sides of the same coin!” 

Satoshi smiled and nodded. Masa held out his hand and Satoshi 
grasped it with his own hand. Two against the world. 

Satoshi remembered that night well. They stayed there on the roof 
until morning. When they went downstairs, Masa’s father was passed 
out drunk against the door. Masa told him later that his father didn’t 


remember why he was up there when he woke up, or anything else 
about that night. He usually didn’t. 

Satoshi walked back inside and down the stairs. There was nothing 
for him here. The visit had left him with nothing more than a feeling 
of regret eating him from the inside out. The weight of what he had to 
do hung heavy on his shoulders. But he didn’t know if he could go 
through with it anymore. It had been two against the world for so 
long. How could he turn on his oldest friend so easily? 

But then thoughts of what Masa had become surfaced, leaving him 
conflicted. Knowing what Masa was now, part of him couldn’t help 
but think that Masa should be put down. He hated himself for 
thinking that way, but that didn’t change the fact that things had 
changed since those days spent on the roof of Masa’s building. Masa 
had changed. Satoshi had changed. 

His footfalls rang heavy in the narrow staircase as he trudged 
down. The place was still the same. It could still suck the life out of 
him, even across all these years. He turned a corner after one of the 
landings and collided full-on with a tenant coming the other way. 

“Tm so sorry,” Satoshi started before he recognized the man. 
“Nobuyuki?” 

The man flinched without even looking up. “I’m sorry, I don’t 
know you. Must be some mistake, I’m just ... wait, Satoshi?” 

Nobuyuki was a kid that used to be friends with Masa, back in the 
day. Before Masa took the Path, and the Path changed him. Satoshi 
had heard somewhere along the way that he had turned to drugs. Now 
that he saw the man Nobuyuki had become, he could tell the rumor 
was true. And the drugs had taken their toll on the man. He looked at 
least ten years older than he actually was, with rotted teeth 
and thinning hair. 

“How, uh, how are you, Nobuyuki?” Satoshi asked. 

“Oh, you know, same old, same old. Still living with Mom. Oh, at 
her insistence, of course. Would love to move out if I could.” 

“Uh-huh. Been a long time, glad to see youre ... um, 
doing so well.” 

“Well, you know, keeping it together, I guess. What brings you 
back here? Looking for a new place?” 

“Me? No, actually, I’ve been looking for Masa lately. Can’t seem to 
find him. You seen him around here at all?” 

Nobuyuki flinched unconsciously. He began nodding. But it looked 
more like a nervous twitch. 

“He was around recently. With one of his old gang buddies.” 

“Who?” 

“T don’t know. Not someone from the neighborhood. I think his 
name was Otsu? Or Ozawa?” 


“Ozu? Hajime Ozu?” 

“Yeah, that sounds about right. Weaselly guy. Looks like a goon, 
like he’s up to no good.” 

“They say anything?” 

“You know Masa, he never liked me much. He made a crack to his 
buddy about me. We had a strained conversation about nothing much. 
He ‘jokingly’ threatened to beat me up, like in the old days. Not very 
funny if you ask me.” 

“Well, that’s Masa for you.” 

Nobuyuki shook his head. “He wasn’t always like that.” 

“No, he wasn’t,” Satoshi agreed. 

“But you were always good to me, Satoshi,” he said with a 
gormless grin. “Always helping me out. Giving me a freebie or two so 
I could fix up. I always liked you.” 

“Well, glad to help,” Satoshi said. He felt uncomfortable all of a 
sudden. 

“Anyway, I’m going to cook up. But you take care.” After he said 
this, Nobuyuki patted him on the shoulder and began walking up the 
stairs. 

“You too,” Satoshi said. 

He watched the ghost of a man walk upstairs and out of sight. 
Satoshi shook his head. 

It was almost as if nobody made it out of this place alive. 


Chapter Fifteen 


“Anything?” Mei asked. 

“Nothing so far,” Watanabe said. “But the APB only went out late 
last night, so too early to tell.” 

“Alright, what other angles do we have to work?” 

“T think that Ozu character I talked to yesterday might know more 
than he let on,” Kato said. “I’d like to get him into an interrogation 
room and see what he remembers under pressure.” 

“What leverage do we have there?” Mei asked. 

“Guy’s a tweaker, so we can dangle that over him. And if that 
doesn’t scare him into cooperating, then we just plop him in lockup 
for a night or two. See if withdrawal makes him more cooperative.” 

Mei’s phone vibrated against her leg. It was a text from Vasili 
telling her to come to his club immediately. It left her rattled 
momentarily. 

“Detective Kimura?” 

“Uh, yeah, that sounds good. I want you and Ina on that. I need to 
make a stop, but Pll catch up with you later. Sorry, Watanabe, but I 
need you to man the phones in case anything comes in on the APB.” 

“No problem by me.” 


K*K* 


“Now you let me in your club,” Mei said as she was ushered to the 
bar, where Vasili was reading a newspaper. She spoke in Japanese, as 
she felt more comfortable in her native tongue. 

“Do not be cute with me,” Vasili responded in English. “Not after 
you go behind my back to put out APB. I want that called off 
immediately.” 

The conversation proceeded in a mix of English and Japanese 
between the two of them. 

“T didn’t know I had to clear every move with you first.” 

“No, but you are supposed to be working together with my team. 
You kept this from us.” 

“The DNA match only came in yesterday,” Mei lied. 

“No, it came in two days ago. You just kept it from Kameko.” 


“How did you know that?” 

“T have been working the police longer than you have been 
working for them. I know more about what goes on there than you 
ever will. And I am telling you, you are wasting your time with Masa.” 

Mei’s mind was racing all of a sudden. The thought that her team 
had an informant once again reared its ugly head. 

“How do I know you’re not stalling me?” 

“Because I want this guy caught more than you do. Believe that. 
Now no more withholding intel from me. Police and yakuza in this 
country have always been ... how you say? Friends with benefits.” 

She switched to English here. “Well, I feel like you’re fucking me 
on this investigation. But I’m not getting any benefit from it.” 

“Clever. But we agreed we were partners, remember?” 

“We’re not partners. Shit, we’re not even on the same side.” 

“Side of what?” 

Mei huffed. “There is a line that separates people like me from 
people like you. And that line is the law.” 

“Yes, but this line you talk of is not carved in stone. Is sketched in 
sand. And it gets erased and moved and redrawn as often as the tide 
comes in.” Vasili scoffed. “The law. Honestly, there has never been a 
dumber lie than that.” 

“Tt’s the only thing keeping us from total anarchy. But I suppose 
you want some savage free-for-all. Every man for himself and let the 
strong eat the weak. Is that it?” 

“Of course I do not want that. And I am man who would win in 
such situation. Eh, how to explain? Is like, line is more fluid than you 
imagine.” 

“Said the guy who kills people for money.” 

“Prove it. You really think there are different sides in this? The 
Japanese government has relied on yakuza to fix its messes since 
forever. We should have our own fucking ministry building by now.” 

Mei just looked at him. 

“Don’t believe me? Okay, remember after Great and Glorious 
Battle to Subjugate the Lesser Peoples of Asia, or whatever the official 
Japanese term for—” 

“You know goddamn well we just call it World War II.” 

“Yes, that. When government had tons of amphetamines just lying 
around. Surplus from the war effort, when they fed it to their own 
soldiers and citizens. Made them alert, forget they were hungry. Make 
it so people could work in factories, and soldiers could be alert to 
crash their planes. Who did they turn to to dispose of all those drugs? 

“Or how about the gurentai gang problem? Chinese and Koreans 
brought to Japan during the war as slaves were set loose after war. 
Who did government use to stop the gang violence? The yakuza. 


“Or what about wartime sex slaves? Every time issue is raised, 
your government shits its pants over whether to acknowledge they 
existed, let alone apologize.” 

“Past governments have acknowledged the comfort 
women issue, but—” 

“Wait, what the fuck did you just say?” Vasili thundered. “What 
did you call them?” 

Mei was intimidated, but tried not to let it show. “What? Comfort 
women?” 

Vasili shook his head in disgust. It was the first time Mei had seen 
the big man show much of any emotion, least of all anger. 

“Comfort women? You call women who were kidnapped from their 
homes and put into camps to be repeatedly raped by Japanese soldiers 
comfort women? My heart has been burned black by cynicism at what 
men are capable of. But even I cannot make myself to use such cold- 
hearted doublespeak as comfort women.” 

“Point taken,” Mei said, actually feeling chastised. “But I can’t help 
but notice your examples are a bit dated there ...” 

“Oh, you want something more recent? How about disaster relief 
provided by yakuza when the Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant turned 
to shit after the 3/11 earthquake? Or the men we sent up as volunteer 
fire fighters when it began burning a decade later? We were the first 
ones there helping people evacuate when the government was still 
denying there was even a problem. When 5/13 tsunami ravaged 
Tokyo, we were pulling people from buildings with fucking rafts while 
leaders were holed up in their ministry buildings, thinking of how to 
spin the disaster.” 

“A good deed here or there doesn’t excuse the fact that you’re 
parasites. You still live off the people.” 

“Sure, we make money off them. We offer goods and service your 
government has decided are illegal. People are free to choose whether 
or not to partake.” 

“Like the drug addicts who can’t help themselves?” 

“A choice was made by them to use. Is not my problem.” 

“What about their kids? Have you ever seen the children of drug 
addicts? Wasting away because Mommy and Daddy needed money to 
fix up instead of buying food? What choice did they have?” 

“Eh, there’s always some—how you say—collateral damage.” 

Now it was Mei’s turn to be indignant. “Collateral damage? Didn’t 
you just tear me a new one for saying comfort women? Now you're 
going to use the American euphemism for ‘people we blew up by 
accident’?” 

“Point taken. But my understanding is it also means ‘people who 
died because we failed to act.’ Which is basically everyone this killer 


murders in future because you thought you would play Dirty Harriet 
and go it alone. Masa is a dead end. I can tell you for fact he is not 
killer.” 

“Oh no?” 

“Is not this killer, I mean.” 

“You sure about that? Then how did his blood get all over my 
crime scene?” 

“Not necessarily his blood. Just only match you had for that DNA 
signature in your records.” 

“You don’t think that’s a pretty big coincidence?” 

“Even if only point zero one percent of the population of Tokyo 
matches, with twenty million people in greater metropolitan area, that 
is still twenty thousand people with same genetic signature. Is not 
coincidence. Is math.” 

“How do you know so much about forensics?” 

“How do you not? You have narrowed search. But you still have 
long way to go. Besides, I have people looking for Masa for something 
else. When we find him, I’ll let you question him.” 

“What do you want him for?” 

“Reasons.” 

“You’ve got to be straight with me. Because right now it seems like 
yow’re trying to derail my investigation.” 

“I told you, is in both our interests to catch this bastard. But you 
will not catch him by running full speed down dead ends.” 

Not if I go down the dead ends you’re taking me down, I won’t, Mei 
thought. She just nodded. 

“Thanks for understanding, partner,” Vasili said with a wink. 

“Don’t call me that.” 


When his detective was gone, Vasili took out his phone and dialed a 
number. 

“Satoshi! How goes it, my friend? How are we on 
repaying that debt?” 

“T’m working on it, but—” 

“But you’re going to have to hurry. The police are after Masa too. 
They think he is serial killer.” 

“Is he?” 

“Eh, would not surprise me. Point is, you got to hurry. Because if 
they find him first, is all over.” 

“Why? Can’t you get to him in custody?” 

“T can’t have him talking.” 


“What is so damn—” 

“Just find him.” 

So saying, Vasili hung up. He saw Jun looking at him from his post 
in the corner. 

“What?” 

“Why not just let the police catch Masa? Then you can get to him 
there.” 

“Too risky. As long as that fucking recording exists, he can use it as 
bargaining chip. With police, or with others in syndicate. Believe it or 
not, some people are not enamored of my unique charms and would 
do me harm.” 

“You really think he’d turn state’s witness on you? Doesn’t 
seem like him.” 

“T don’t know what to make of him lately. But with all the jobs I 
had him doing, he has plenty of dirt. And if I got put away ... I 
wouldn’t last long in prison.” 

Vasili pushed his chair back and stood up. “I go to store to buy 
drink. You want something?” 

“Tl go for you. What do you want?” 

“No, I go to clear my head. Is fine, stay here.” 

Vasili emerged on the sidewalk and walked several blocks to a 
nearby convenience store. When he was standing in the long line for 
the register, the disheveled man in front of him kept turning around to 
look at him. To Vasili, he had the telltale look of a long-term Dextro- 
MXE tweaker, given his fidgeting and red-rimmed eyes. He also 
appeared to be homeless. Finally the man turned around and spoke. 

“You ... American?” the man said in his best English. 

“No, not American, Russian,” Vasili replied in Japanese. 

“Ah, you speak Japanese!” the man said, switching to Japanese. 
“Your Japanese is excellent!” 

Vasili nodded politely, wishing the line would move faster. 

“But where did you say you’re from?” 

“Russia.” 

“Russia?” the man said, chewing on the word and finding it 
unfamiliar. “Where is that?” 

“Russia?” Vasili asked, eyes widening. “It’s ... far away. Over 
there.” 

“Over where?” 

“You know Europe? It’s between Europe and Asia.” 

“Ah, I see. Is it big?” 

Luckily the man was called up to make his purchase. Vasili shifted 
uncomfortably as the man slowly counted out his coins onto the 
counter. He seemed short and began counting again as the clerk 
looked on impatiently. After a minute of this, Vasili stepped around 


him and caught the clerk’s attention. 

“Ring us up together.” Vasili took out a five-thousand-yen note and 
tossed it on the counter, then began walking away. 

“Sir! Your change!” the clerk cried out. 

“Give it to him,” Vasili said, motioning towards the man. 

He stepped out of the store without waiting for a response and 
kept walking. 


Chapter Sixteen 


Mei sat in the dark basement room her team had been assigned to, 
poring over Ozu’s case file. She wanted to be ready when they brought 
him in for questioning. The man had been a soldier in the Japan Self- 
Defense Forces and had even fought in Myanmar during the war. He 
came back on a medical discharge following a head injury, then was 
in and out of hospitals and psych wards with PTSD. When the JSDF 
suffered cutbacks, he was chaptered out and lost his benefits. 

He got involved in crime soon after. He bounced around a few 
crews before ending up working with Masa. The two were soon 
arrested for extortion, though Ozu took the rap and the years that 
went with it, letting Masa walk. Having paid his debt to society, he 
was trying to go straight (or so he claimed), and was now on the 
payroll at a logistics company as a truck driver. 

She leaned back and rubbed her eyes, having learned more about 
this weak lead than was strictly necessary. It was something to do 
while she waited for Kato and Ina to bring him in for questioning. 
Speaking of which, where were they? It was nearly nine at night, and 
neither of them were answering their phones. 

Mei took the elevator up to her old department to see if she could 
find Kentaro. On the way, she ran into her former boss Nomura, who 
was heading out for the night. 

“Well, well, look who it is.” 

“Hello, sir, just looking for my once and sometimes partner.” 

“Kentaro went home early. He has his daughter tonight. But if 
youre looking for your boys, I think they’re still in 
the interrogation room.” 

“Who?” 

“The two detectives working with you. Don’t know their names. 
Brought a suspect in about an hour ago.” 

Mei didn’t let him finish before she took off running down the hall 
towards the interrogation rooms. She found the one they were in and 
peered in through the one-way glass. There she saw a man who must 
be Ozu looking panicked, with blood oozing from his nose down 
around his mouth. Kato was screaming in his face, while Ina stood 
uncomfortably close behind the suspect. Both men were down to their 
undershirts and were sweating profusely. 


All three men looked at her when she entered the room. 
“Detectives, a word?” 

“Why didn’t you inform me that you had the suspect?” she said 
when they were outside. 

“He seemed ready to talk when we brought him back,” Kato said. 
“We didn’t want to waste time tracking you down.” 

“And what has he told you?” 

“Nothing useful so far. But a few more rounds of this and he’ll be 
ready to talk.” 

“A few more rounds of what, exactly?” 

“A few more rounds of us being real persuasive.” He held up a fist 
with knuckles scraped raw. 

“No, we’re not doing this.” 

Kato didn’t reply, he just looked at Ina. “See? I told you she 
wouldn’t have the stomach for this.” 

“T was under the impression that this suspect was a long shot to get 
intel on Masa, not the key to the investigation. Why are you giving 
him the third degree?” 

“We have reason to suspect he knows where Masa is hiding. You 
want to solve this case, don’t you?” 

Mei hesitated before reluctantly agreeing. “Alright, proceed. But 
nothing too rough. And Ill be sitting in.” 

“Wouldn’t you rather just let us handle it?” Kato asked. 

“No. And I want to be kept in the loop on everything that happens 
with this case. Understood?” 

The others nodded as they returned to the interrogation room. Mei 
stood in the corner and watched as they approached the suspect. His 
face was already starting to bruise, and there was blood on his teeth. 

“Alright, sweetheart, where were we?” Kato asked Ozu with a 
smile. “Oh, that’s right, I remember!” 

With that, he slammed a fist into Ozu’s stomach, causing him to 
double over as much as possible, given his restraints. 

They were testing her, this much she was sure about. Why else 
would Kato disobey her order immediately after returning to the 
room? She opted to remain silent. At least for now. 

“Now do you want to be more cooperative?” Ina said. 

“Please! I’ve told you everything I know. He was staying with me 
for a while, but he left suddenly.” 

“And when was this?” Kato growled. 

“About a month ago. I haven’t heard from him since!” 

“Where did he go?” 

“T don’t know!” 

Kato delivered a vicious backhanded blow that caught Ozu full in 
the face. A stream of blood splashed against the wall, and Mei could 


hear a tooth clatter across the floor. 

“Ease up, Detective,” Mei said. 

“He didn’t tell me where he was!” Ozu said, blood pouring from 
the spot where his tooth had been. “He was paranoid! Afraid 
that people were—” 

Kato punched him hard in the ribs again. 

“Kato!” 

Ozu doubled over wheezing. He looked up straight at Mei with 
tears in his eyes. 

“Can’t you stop this?” 

Mei shifted uncomfortably. She didn’t like this at all, but at the 
same time, she didn’t want to look weak in front of her men. 
She looked away. 

“This stops when you’ve told us what we want to know!” Ina said. 

“T’ve told you everything I—” 

He was cut off by another blow to the ribs. That was it for Mei. She 
couldn't allow this. 

“Kato, that’s enough!” 

“What? You’re going to protect this guy?” Kato scoffed. “You want 
me to coddle this scumbag? This lowlife addict?” 

“Just stop beating on him.” 

“Well, look at that!” Kato said, addressing Ozu. “My soft-hearted 
partner wants me to go easy on you!” 

“T’m not your partner, I’m the ranking officer on this case.” 

“Listen to her!” Kato said, still talking to Ozu. “She doesn’t want 
me to do any more of this!” He punctuated the last word by striking 
Ozu again. “Or this!” 

“Goddammit, Kato! I gave you an order!” Mei shouted. 
“We’re done here!” 

“We’re done when he talks!” Kato said, striking Ozu again. 

“Alright! Alright! I might ... I might know where Masa is! He goes 
to the reclaimed islands when he’s hiding. Tsukishima ... and Odaiba 
sometimes. He might be there!” 

“You got anything more specific for me?” Kato shouted. “Any 
names?” 

“Names of who?” Ozu wheezed. 

“That’s for you to decide.” 

Kato reached back to strike him, but Mei grabbed his arm and held 
him back. She shook her head. 

Ozu still flinched, but he talked. “I dunno who he still knows! He 
burned a lot of bridges. Maybe Osammy? Or Satoshi? I don’t think 
anyone else would talk to him still!” 

Kato and Ina looked at one another and exchanged a nod. 

“Thank you for your cooperation in this matter,” Kato said, 


uncuffing Ozu. He gave him a cold smile. “No further questions.” 


“What the fuck was that back there?” Mei demanded. 

They were back in their office underground. The two of them just 
stared back at her blankly. 

“Tll repeat myself, because you obviously didn’t hear me. Just 
what the fuck do you think you were doing back there?” 

“My job,” Kato said. 

“That is not your job!” 

“You know, Kimura, I respect the chain of command and all. But 
sometimes I wonder: just whose side are you on?” 

“The law, motherfucker!” This all sounded familiar. Where had she 
heard it before? “Which you just violated back there a number of 
times.” 

“See? I told you,” Kato said to Ina. “She doesn’t have the stones to 
get those soft hands of hers dirty.” 

Mei fumed. “What did you really accomplish with that tough-guy 
act? What did that gain us?” 

“We got a general area where he might be! And some names!” Ina 
protested. 

“Said under duress,” Mei said. “But alright. They’re your leads, so 
you're going to work them. Starting tomorrow, I want you two out 
canvassing Tsukishima, Odaiba, and every other reclaimed island in 
the bay looking for Masa.” 

“Are you punishing us?” Kato said. “What, are you going to run to 
the senior superintendent too? Rat us out?” 

Mei regarded him evenly. She couldn’t run this up the chain of 
command, not without pissing off everyone under her. Besides, cops 
who ratted out their fellow officers didn’t last long. Treachery was a 
hard reputation to shake. 

“Tm not going to take this up the chain. But in the future, you 
remember who is running this investigation. Do you understand me?” 

Ina nodded. “Understood.” 

Kato nodded as well. Then he smiled. 


Chapter Seventeen 


Vasili and his assistants arrived at Eriko’s compound and were waved 
through the manned gate at the front. The shacho’s personal residence 
(and the Kaisha’s defacto headquarters) was a fortified compound at 
Hiroo. Its modernist exterior of stone and glass, recessed into a 
hillside, hid an opulent interior that was richly furnished. The spoils of 
a successful life of crime. 

Vasili had been here innumerable times over the years. The house 
was where the Kaisha’s board meetings, dinners, and other functions 
were held. Vasili had also visited for numerous one-on-one sit-downs, 
as well as his regular heads-up poker games with Eriko. She usually 
kicked his ass at poker. Then again, the old girl was a shark at 
everything she did. 

But right now, Vasili hoped he wasn’t swimming straight into her 
jaws. There had been no word from Masa about the recording he’d 
made of Vasili ordering the hit on Chobei, so Vasili was going to 
assume that word hadn’t made it out yet. But there was really no way 
to know for sure. Not until he either walked out of there alive, or 
didn’t. 

They were taken through security, where they were scanned and 
patted down for weapons, before being shown into one of the shacho’s 
private salons. Vasili gave a sad smile when he saw his boss, or what 
was left of her. 

It was painful for Vasili to look at his longtime leader and ally. She 
seemed to be a pale ghost of her former self as she sat in her 
wheelchair with oxygen tubes breathing for her. She had been 
attractive in her day, but the cancer had dampened much of the fire in 
her eyes. Yet even with her face crisscrossed with wrinkles and her 
iron-gray hair thinning on her scalp, her eyes were still sharp. She 
smiled her wry smile when she saw him. 

“You look good, shacho,” Vasili said softly as he approached. 

“Liar. I look like shit.” 

Vasili smiled a sad smile. “You do look like shit. But somehow you 
pull it off. Pll bet fashion world will be taking your example. You will 
see. Everyone will be looking like shit next season.” 

She shook her head and smiled. “You’re an asshole, Vasili. 
How are you?” 


“Eh, good. Always good with me. Always busy.” 

Vasili had always felt a kinship with Eriko. She was a woman and 
he was a foreigner in an organization that had only a grudging 
tolerance for either. Throughout the years, they had forged a kinship 
over their mutual outsider status. 

Eriko was cunning, with a preternatural ability to know when it 
was time to forge alliances and when it was time to slit throats, 
neither of which she shied away from. When she sent someone a 
message, it was liable to be a bloody one. As a woman operating in a 
man’s world, she found that threatening to rip someone’s balls off 
usually wasn’t enough to get her way. She had to actually make good 
on that threat. 

Vasili had been instrumental in helping Eriko take the post of 
shacho during the gangland warfare that had characterized the 2020s 
—a fact she had not forgotten. He still remembered those days, so 
many years ago, when Araki’s death had left a power vacuum that had 
filled with blood. He remembered the internal jockeying for power 
that had occurred as factions had formed and lines had been drawn. 

Roughly half of the syndicate members straight up refused to serve 
under a woman, choosing instead to flock to Nishihara. To Vasili’s 
way of thinking, Nishihara was nothing but a thug and a psychopath. 
He made no bones about the fact that he was going to purge the ranks 
of anyone who wouldn’t bend the knee to him. 

There had been a truce in place while the matter of succession was 
debated. But Vasili and the others who backed Eriko knew what 
would happen the second it ended. So when the call came from Eriko 
that she was moving against Nishihara, he never hesitated. He rallied 
his men and came to her aid. She, in turn, called a meeting, the first of 
her infamous dinners, where she served Nishihara up, bloody. 

Her consolidation of power as the head of the organization had 
been brutal. But not only had she been victorious, she had also been 
able to forge a coalition with the surviving members to keep the 
Kaisha a going concern. 

Soon after, she had taken the organization to war. Vasili had 
always thought it was an entirely unnecessary war from a tactical 
standpoint. It was waged against the Ukiyo-gumi, a small band of 
upstarts that posed no real threat to the Kaisha. They were little more 
than rats nibbling at the crumbs the Kaisha dropped without the 
muscle to take or hold territory. 

But Eriko whipped the Kaisha into a frenzy against their so-called 
“common enemy.” Vasili saw it for the cheap trick it was, but it 
worked. Even her doubters within the syndicate rallied around her 
against this “existential threat.” She won them over to her cause and 
led the charge herself into their “headquarters” (which looked a lot 


like a social club for gangsters from a movie). It was a slaughter. But 
in the end, Eriko was left as the undisputed leader of the Kaisha. And 
the Kaisha gained a reputation as an organization that was absolutely 
not to be fucked with. So Vasili never mentioned his suspicions that 
many of the Ukiyo-gumi members killed in the raid had looked like 
hired actors playing dress-up as gangsters. 

Ever since, she had led with an iron fist while at the same time 
also instilling a certain moral backbone into the organization, in her 
own way. She had imposed a list of hard-and-fast rules for operating, 
which had been strictly enforced under her leadership. These 
included: 


1. No killing civilians (unnecessarily) 
2. No betraying the organization or its members 
3. No human trafficking 


Each of these was punishable by death. She had other rules too, like 
bans against hard drugs or forming addictions, or rules against 
carelessness with law enforcement. These were considered lesser 
crimes and usually resulted in fines, reprimands, or expulsion. But 
betraying Eriko’s core rules was a good way to get yourself executed. 

As they were exchanging greetings, Chobei entered the room and 
approached his mother’s side. Vasili was surprised to see him there. 

“Vasili, you don’t mind if Chobei sits in, do you?” 

Vasili did mind. “Of course not. The more the merrier!” 

“Good. Ah, I see Matsuo has arrived.” Eriko began wheeling herself 
over to greet her new guest. 

“T took care of that problem we talked about,” Vasili said when 
they were alone. “She won’t press charges.” 

Chobei nodded, then walked away to rejoin his mother. Vasili 
heard Kameko whistle lowly from behind him in the universal signal 
for: This fucking guy, amiright? 

“That is thanks I get for sticking neck out for him? Next time I 
won’t bother.” 

The actress’s haunted look and eyes puffy from crying forced its 
way into his mind, but he tried to push the image from his thoughts. 
Vasili went over to join the others as Matsuo was greeting the shacho. 

Matsuo was gushing. “How lovely to see you! And here I was 
getting upset about having to come all this way for such a trifling 
matter. But if it’s another opportunity to see you, then the long trip 
will have been worth it!” 

“A pleasure, as always,” Eriko said. “Well, gentlemen, shall we 
begin? I wouldn’t normally be in such a hurry, but dying like this 
is wearying work.” 


Once they had been seated, each side presented their case. Vasili 
played up his rival’s impatience and the potential downsides for him 
of missing the completion deadline, which were already substantial to 
begin with. He could potentially lose a lot of money on this deal. 

Matsuo, in turn, stressed the principle of the matter. He talked 
about how Vasili had fallen behind on his payments for operating in 
Matsuo’s jurisdiction and making use of his pull in the construction 
industry. 

Eriko listened to them each in turn, then sat back in her chair and 
closed her eyes for several minutes. Chobei looked around uneasily, 
clearly unsure what to do with himself. He was about to wake his 
mother when she opened her eyes and looked at the disputants. 

“Alright, I have made my decision. Matsuo, you will keep the 
materials that were taken. But you will aid Vasili in procuring 
replacements and doing everything you can to get his men back on 
schedule. And don’t pull a similar stunt again without first giving the 
man a chance to pay what’s owed. You owe him that much, at least.” 

“Shacho, if I may—” Vasili began. 

“May what? Question my judgment?” 

“Of course not. My crew is already behind schedule, and I need 
those materials right away. Missing completion deadline could be 
catastrophic for me. Besides, is also matter of Tetsuo’s death to 
consider.” 

“T understand the circumstances. You just explained them to me. 
My answer is the same. Any more impertinent questions, Vasili?” 

“No ma’am.” 

“Good. You may leave now. It has been a long day, and I’ve grown 
weary.” 

Matsuo and Vasili both bowed and took their leave, walking out 
stiffly side by side. 

“Not a great feeling to be ruled against, is it?” Matsuo asked as 
they were parting at the door. “I suppose there’s a first time for 
everything, though.” 

Vasili shrugged. “Eh, is part of game. I am more interested in how 
you're going to help me replace these materials you took.” 

“Get in touch with me tomorrow. We’ll work something out.” 

Vasili nodded. “Alright, Matsuo. A pleasure.” 

Matsuo practically snorted as he ducked into his vehicle. “Always.” 


“Alright, Chobei. Now, why did I rule the way I did?” 
Eriko and her son were still at the table. She had told him to pour 


them both a glass of shochu. Then she’d overruled his protests that it 
wouldn’t be good for her health. 

“Well, I would imagine it had something to do with Vasili’s recent 
mistreatment of me, when he—” 

“No, dammit! That doesn’t even enter into it!” Eriko sighed heavily 
and rubbed her forehead with a wrinkled hand. “His treatment of you 
made you lose some face, yes. But he did help you out of a tight spot. 
One that you put yourself in, I might add.” 

“But she—” 

“You’ve got to see the bigger picture,” Eriko said. “And you don’t 
even factor into this one. Vasili was behind in his payments for 
operating in Matsuo’s territory, right? Bosses can operate in other 
regions, but they must pay the proper respects to the person who 
controls the territory. This is fundamental. 

“But Matsuo was overhasty in taking his payment from Vasili’s 
construction site. He should have given him the benefit of the doubt, 
or worked things out. So why did I rule in his favor?” 

Chobei sat there haughtily for a few moments with his arms 
crossed in front of him. “To teach Vasili a lesson? To put him in his 
place? I don’t know, Mother, why don’t you just tell me?” 

Eriko scoffed. “No, none of those things. First there’s the principle 
of it: Vasili was late with his payments. Tetsuo’s death is an 
extenuating circumstance, sure. But death is a constant in this 
business, not a variable. Safeguards and backups must always be 
arranged in advance. That’s on Vasili. But there is more to consider. 

“Vasili can recover from this. Sure, he paints it as the end of the 
world, talking about exposing himself to liability and all. But his 
crews can recover from a delay of a day or two. Still with me?” 

Chobei nodded. 

“Good. Then there are my past rulings for both men. Just last 
month, you saw me rule against Matsuo in his issue with Hashimoto. 
You remember that case, and the reasons for that decision?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Okay. So to keep Matsuo happy, I need to balance out my rulings, 
make it seem like he’s not being treated unfairly. Vasili mostly handles 
his own matters and rarely brings problems to me. So ruling against 
him is less of an issue. There’s a delicate balancing act going on. It’s 
not always possible, so you have to pick and choose your spots 
carefully when you do. This was a good time for that.” 

Chobei was starting to lean forward now, his earlier 
petulance falling away. 

“Then, of course, there is the larger context to consider. Matsuo’s 
contacts in the construction industry and industrial sector are making 
him an increasingly powerful figure. The Barrier construction and all 


the related industrial output are filling his coffers. So it’s important to 
keep him happy. Plus, more bosses will be setting up shop in Chiba 
and the surrounding areas to get in on this action. So setting a 
precedent early in this matter will show them how I’m likely to rule in 
future disputes.” 

“And all that is going through your head when you're acting as 
mediator?” 

“Yes. Being a boss is complicated. It’s a delicate balancing act, 
sometimes between several competing interests and players. You have 
to start thinking strategically.” 

“And what if they won’t honor your decision?” Chobei asked. 
“How do you respond?” 

“Tt depends. The answer to every question in this business is: it 
depends. But you don’t go starting fights you don’t need to be in. 
Understand?” 

Chobei nodded. “It never ceases to amaze me that no matter how 
far I’ve already come, there is still so much more to be learned.” 

Eriko snorted through her breathing tube. 

“Tt’s late. Wheel me up to bed.” 


“So either he was there to send message to me for ... for what, 
exactly? Making him lose face in front of his men? Or ... or he was 
there because she is grooming him.” 

Vasili was thinking aloud in the back of the SUV. It had become a 
habit of his lately. 

“He’s clearly upset with you,” Kameko_ said. “That 
much we know.” 

“Right. And either he has his mother’s ear and is poisoning her 
against me—which is bad for me in short-term—or she’s grooming 
him to take over when she passes—which is bad for me in long-term.” 

“And you can’t say anything to her about keeping him in line. Even 
though you’re vouching for him with the Taira-kai.” 

“Exactly,” Vasili said. “I don’t see how this situation could be any 
worse.” 

“Well, they could find out that you put a hit on Chobei and try to 
kill us all,” Kameko said, twisting around in her seat to look at him. 
“That would be worse.” 

“This is true. Thank you for input.” 

“Anytime!” 


Chapter Eighteen 


“Assaulting an officer?” Endo asked, looking up at Mei from the 
report. “Is that so?” 

Endo looked across the desk at her with narrowed eyes. His 
expression seemed to say, This ought to be good. Mei cleared her throat 
before responding. 

“Yes sir, it happened before I got there. But Ina and Kato can 
tell you more.” 

Endo looked up at them, standing behind her. “Tell me more.” 

“When we brought him in for questioning, the suspect became 
violent,” Kato said without hesitation. “He knocked me to the ground 
and began striking Ina. He must have been high or something, because 
it took both of us to subdue him.” 

“Where did he strike you, Detective Ina?” 

Ina looked to be momentarily thrown off. “Um, about the face, sir. 
And in the abdomen. Mostly the abdomen, really.” 

“T see,” Endo said. “Lucky for you it wasn’t hard enough to leave 
any bruises.” 

“Ah, yes sir. I put some ice on it.” 

“Good, good. Glad to see that you weren’t too out of sorts to 
vigorously question the suspect. As it seems he suffered ...” Endo 
opened the file to peruse the report again. “Let me see ... ah yes, three 
broken fingers, a black eye, the loss of two teeth, and extensive 
bruising about his face and arms. Now, how did he suffer those bruises 
on his inner arms again?” 

Kato and Ina exchanged a glance, before Kato answered. “Not sure 
exactly, sir. Must have been when we were subduing him.” 

Endo held his hands up in a defensive gesture, protecting his face. 
“Was it from doing this?” 

“No sir. As I said, the suspect was aggressive.” 

“And that is consistent with your observations?” Endo asked, 
looking at Mei. 

Mei swallowed hard. “Yes sir, that is what I saw when I arrived.” 

“And considering the suspect was aggressive, did it occur to 
anyone to—oh, I don’t know—handcuff him?” 

“We tried, sir. But he resisted.” 

“Of course he did.” 


Endo sighed loudly and leaned back in his chair. He locked his 
eyes on Mei, then waved his hands dismissively at the others. 

“You two can go.” 

He regarded her coolly as they left, the disappointment plain 
in his eyes. 

“You surprise me, Detective. I didn’t think this was your style.” 

“Why? Are you afraid of what he might give up? Afraid I might 
actually solve this case?” 

“Did you get any valuable information from him?” Endo asked. 

“T ... uh, a few possible locations where Masa may be.” 

“And by all means, track them down. But I doubt you'll find much 
there. When you beat on someone, they’ll tell you pretty much 
anything to get you to stop. So don’t be surprised if you don’t find 
anything.” 

Mei didn’t reply. 

“Do you know why I put you on this case?” 

“My guess is because you wanted to lower my clearance rate when 
I couldn’t solve it. Then you’d have grounds for getting rid of me.” 

“T can get rid of you whenever I want. I put you on the case 
because you’re a good detective, and we need good detectives working 
this case. But I’m starting to think I misjudged you.” 

“T ... it won’t happen again, sir.” 

“Yes ... see that you keep those animals leashed. I’ll cover for you 
in this instance. But never again. Do you hear me?” 

“Yes sir.” 

“Good. Release Ozu. And when you apologize to him, make it 
good. The man’s a former JSDF soldier, for fuck’s sake.” 

“Yes sir.” 

“Now get your things and meet me in the conference room in ten 
minutes for the briefing.” 

When Mei went back to the office, she saw Ina and Kato sitting at 
the table. 

“You stood tall for us,” Ina said. 

“Yeah, I didn’t think you had it in you,” Kato said with 
an approving nod. 

“T did,” Mei said. “But let me be clear: that will never happen 
again. Understood?” 

They nodded, less appreciatively. 

“Good. Now, you’ve both got some canvassing to do.” 

“What about you?” 

“T’ve got to go tell the higher-ups about all the progress we’re not 
making.” 


Mei looked around at the impassive faces of her superiors staring 
back at her. 

She was surprised to see Endo arrive with a visitor when he came 
in just after her. Showing up with Endo immediately gave Mei a bad 
impression of the woman. Whether it was deserved or not remained to 
be seen. At least it would be a new experience not to be the only 
woman at one of these briefings. 

“Gentlemen,” Endo said, ignoring the fact that Mei was standing in 
the room, “allow me to introduce Keiko Matsura. She is here on behalf 
of the governor today, to keep his office in the loop on the 
investigation.” 

Keiko bowed to each of them as far as necessary, but no farther, as 
Endo introduced them each in turn. 

“And these gentlemen are Superintendent General Kita, head of the 
Metropolitan Police.” 

“Yes, Kita and I know each other. How do you do?” 

“Fine, thank you,” Kita said with a stiff bow. 

“This is Deputy Commissioner General Ueda of the NPA,” Endo 
said. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s Commissioner General within 
a year, the way his star is rising.” 

Ueda brushed the compliment aside with a demure wave as he 
bowed. “Now, now. Just doing my job.” 

“Oh, and of course, this is Detective Kimura,” Endo said with a nod 
in her direction. “She’s heading the actual investigation.” 

“A pleasure to meet you, Detective,” Keiko said. “Great to see a 
woman in a position of power in the police force.” 

“Thank you, ma’am.” 

“Let’s hope you actually know what you're doing. I’d hate to find 
out you were here as some bullshit diversity push or something.” With 
that, Keiko brushed by Mei to take a seat with the others. 

Mei ignored the slight and walked up to the podium. Well, at least 
that explains what we’re doing in the nice conference room, Mei thought. 
It almost seemed like they were in an entirely different building from 
the shithole office her team had been relegated to. 

Just as she was about to begin, Ueda took a phone call, then got up 
to open the door. In walked a man whose stiff formality had an almost 
military feel to it. His iron-gray hair had been clipped into a tight 
crew cut, and his weathered face had a hard look that Mei guessed 
had been chiseled into it in some far-off, long-ago warzone. He was 
wearing a uniform that she wasn’t familiar with, as it wasn’t a typical 
police uniform. At least none she was aware of. It almost looked like a 
military officer’s uniform, but without the epaulets. Both the uniform 
and the beret the man wore were entirely black. 

“Gentlemen, and Ms. Matsura,” Ueda said, again ignoring Mei. 


“Allow me to introduce Major Ozaki. He will be sitting in on today’s 
briefing as well.” 

“Oh, you’re a major now?” Keiko asked with a cocked eyebrow. 
“Must make it easy to rise through the ranks when you make up your 
own titles.” 

“Hello, Matsura. Always a pleasure,” Ozaki said. “Gentlemen.” 

Endo looked somewhat disconcerted. “I’m sorry, I’m afraid we 
aren’t acquainted. Are you with the Self-Defense Forces?” 

“Major Ozaki is here representing the Dark Army,” Ueda said. 

“T was not aware they had taken an interest in this affair,” Endo 
said. “Or had the proper clearance to be here.” 

“We do,” was all Ozaki said as he seated himself. 

“Very well, Detective Kimura, if you would.” 

“Right. I know you all must be busy, so I’ll keep this brief. My 
team is still running background on the victims in an effort to find a 
common link. So far it appears largely random. We have turned up a 
lead from DNA evidence found at one scene which points to Masahiro 
Shiku, a known criminal. Finding him is now priority one of the 
investigation, and we are currently canvassing previous known 
whereabouts. However, with no known address or formal place of 
employment, this is difficult. He is believed to be staying in the 
vacants on the reclaimed islands in the bay. 

“In addition, we have increased patrols in the Shibuya and Minato 
areas, as this is the killer’s primary stage of operations, though these 
efforts have been limited by budget and operating limitations. I will 
now take questions.” 

“T have one,” Keiko said. “Why haven’t you caught this guy yet?” 

“Ma’am, we are doing everything in our power to—” 

“Tm not interested in that, and neither is the governor. You’ve got 
to understand the optics of the situation from a political standpoint. 
We ran on a platform emphasizing law and order, and every day that 
the killer is loose, we lose face in the eyes of the public.” After she 
finished, something else seemed to occur to Keiko. “Oh, and of course 
there is the loss of human life and everything. Which is just deplorable 
and whatever.” 

“We’re working round the clock to—” 

“Tm afraid I must agree with Matsura-san,” Ueda said. “This killer 
must be brought to justice with all haste.” 

“Now, I don’t mean to speak out of turn,” said Ozaki, the 
newcomer. “But these sorts of investigations take time, proper police 
work, patience. They can’t be rushed for political expedience.” 

“Yes, yes, quite right,” Ueda said. “We must strike the optimal 
balance between speed and efficacy.” 

Mei could see why Ueda was such a fast riser. 


“Detective Kimura is doing the best she can with the limited 
resources she’s got,” Endo said. “But it would help enormously to have 
the budget to increase patrols still further and assign more people to 
the team.” He looked at Ueda. 

“Yes, well, I'll run it past my people, see what I can do.” 

Yup, Mei thought. Figures. 

“But what I can offer you right now is the assistance of the Dark 
Army. Major Ozaki, if you would?” 

Mei saw both Endo and Keiko perk up as if they had just been 
slapped to attention. She smiled inwardly. 

“Yes, Detective Kimura,” Ozaki said. “We can pick up some of the 
slack with foot patrols, surveillance, and so forth. We have a volunteer 
force, but many of them have martial skills and could be of 
assistance to you.” 

Ueda nodded. “Yes, in fact I would like you to coordinate your 
efforts with Major Ozaki in the future, Detective. Keep him apprised of 
the situation at all times.” 

“You’re asking her to report to Major Ozaki, is that correct?” Endo 
asked. “Because this is rather unusual for—” 

“Nothing that formal,” Ueda said. “More of a collaboration. But 
yes, Detective Kimura is to report to him on a regular basis.” 

Mei saw Endo and Keiko exchange a glance. Then Keiko turned to 
Ozaki. 

“Well played. ’'m guessing this came from up top?” 

“Tt’s not a game, Matsura,” Ozaki said. “But yes, it did.” 

“Come on, now,” Ueda said. “We’re all on the same side. We all 
want the same thing.” 

“Well, not exactly the same thing,” Keiko said. With that, she got 
up and left the room. 

“Detective Kimura, do you understand your orders?” Ueda asked. 

They were orders now? That caught her by surprise. She wasn’t 
entirely sure what had just happened, but she nodded anyway. 

“Excellent. Dismissed.” 


Chapter Nineteen 


Satoshi sat at the bar, turning the events of the last few days over 
in his head. 

He now knew that Masa had been in contact with Ozu recently— 
maybe was even staying with him—since he was now a floater 
without a fixed address. It was something, at least. And it brought him 
one step closer to finding Masa. For better or worse. 

Whiskeys one and two were devoted to his work problems. Then 
whiskeys three and four were devoted to his home problems. Because 
lately he had been starting to have second thoughts about fatherhood. 
He hated to admit it to himself (and was afraid to admit as much to 
Hisoka), but doubts had been gnawing at him lately. Was this really a 
good idea for someone in his line of work? He knew from experience 
just how wrong things could go. Were they making a huge mistake? 
Or was this just the normal fear every parent felt and tried 
to rationalize away? 

His reverie was soon interrupted. 

“You look like you’re drinking with a purpose. I like that.” 

Satoshi looked up to see a woman addressing him. She was maybe 
ten years his senior, with a sort of wizened and world-weary barstool- 
philosopher vibe to her. He looked back at the whiskey in his hand 
(number five, or was it six?) and shrugged. 

“Something you did, or something you’re about to do?” 

“What?” 

“People slugging them down the way you are are usually trying to 
forget something they did, or get their courage up for something 
they’re about to do.” 

Satoshi didn’t like the turn this had taken already. “Just getting my 
courage up before going home.” 

“Trouble with the missus?” 

“You could say that.” 

“Buy me a drink and I'll help you out with it,” the woman said, 
sliding into the next seat. 

Satoshi eyed her before halfheartedly flagging down the barman. 

They were in a small counter bar on the third story of a building 
overlooking the train lines feeding into Shibuya Station. On clear 
nights you could even see the lines; on cloudy nights they were just 


rumbles passing through off in the fog. Off to one side there was a 
small park full of palm trees and other vegetation that came right up 
against the elevated train line. Satoshi thought that it had once had a 
basketball court in it, but now it just looked like an explosion of 
foliage growing amidst the concrete. 

“Mariko,” she said, taking a sip of her drink. 

“Satoshi.” 

“Thanks for the drink, Satoshi. I’m avoiding a ... volatile home 
situation myself at the moment.” 

“Everything alright?” 

“Tt will be in a few hours, once he’s slept it off. How about 
yourself? What’s got you slugging whiskey like it’s going out of style?” 

“My girl’s pregnant. I’m still ... adjusting to the idea, 
you could say.” 

“Not ready to be a daddy, is that it?” 

“T just don’t know what to do.” 

“Oh shit. You’re not thinking of pulling a runner on her, are you?” 

“No, nothing like—” 

“Trying to decide if you’re going to keep it?” 

“No, we’re keeping it. Just trying to wrap my head around the idea 
of becoming a father, that’s all. And right now everything I do or say 
seems to be the wrong thing.” 

“That’s the hormones, that will pass.” 

“Well ... I haven’t been the most supportive partner in all this 
either.” 

“T hope this is a one-off drinking-while-your-girl-waits-up-at-home 
session, and not a nightly ritual for you.” She fixed him with a pointed 
look over her glass. 

“Tt is. Things at work are ... hectic now.” She shot him another 
look, and he hastened to add, “At the firm, I mean.” 

She snorted and almost spat out her drink, then started laughing. 
“Oh, at the firm, eh? Let me guess, you work for one of those 
corporate companies that does business transactions. How are your 
quarterly accounting figures looking? Businessy? Nice tats, by the way. 
They really distract from the scar tissue covering your knuckles.” 

Satoshi glanced down at the hand holding his whiskey glass. His 
jacket sleeve was riding up to reveal a colorful tattoo that stopped 
several inches from his wrist. The knuckles of the hand covering his 
glass were scarred and battered beyond repair. 

“Well, seems like you saw through my clever ruse.” 

“Wasn’t that clever. Hardly even a ruse.” 

“So ... so I walk the Path.” 

“So you walk the Path. Doesn’t mean you can’t be a good father.” 

“That doesn’t put you off?” 


“Who am I to judge? I’ve seen all types. Saints, sinners, whores, 
hustlers, con men, marks, druggies, whatever. Everyone’s covering for 
something, or trying to fill some hole. And none of them are who they 
seem on the outside. Especially not the self-anointed ‘saints.”” 

Satoshi nodded. “Thanks. But I’m pretty sure that not knowing the 
first thing about being a dad means I probably won’t be a good 
father.” 

“Oh, being a parent isn’t as hard as everyone makes it out. Look at 
you, you seem like you turned out alright. So just think back to what 
your parents did when they were raising you.” 

Well, one disappeared—probably weighted down in Tokyo Bay 
somewhere—and the other shattered to pieces, respectively, Satoshi 
thought. Instead of rehashing that, he just nodded. 

“So do that. You figure shit out as you go along.” 

She smiled and looked down. She was sloshing the liquor around 
in her glass. 

“Tll tell you a story. When my son was born, it damn near killed 
me. Complications, bleeding, all that. I fainted when he was born, had 
to be wheeled away for emergency surgery to stop the bleeding. It 
wasn’t until the next day that I regained consciousness. When I did, 
my husband finally placed my son in my arms and I was able to hold 
my baby boy for the first time. This beautiful boy that almost killed 
me trying to get into this world. And when I finally held him, and 
looked in his tiny little face, do you know what happened?” 

Satoshi shook his head. 

“That little bastard shit all over my arm. I mean, all over. Ruined 
the bedsheets, even.” 

Satoshi found himself smiling despite himself. 

“T died laughing,” she went on. “Nearly shit myself, I was so weak. 
Point is, things don’t always turn out the way you expect with kids. So 
go in with an open mind. The two of you should be able to handle it 
together.” 

“Good advice.” 

“The operative words in that sentence being ‘two of you’ and 
‘together.’ Nothing kills a relationship faster than an absentee partner. 
You’ve got to be there for your lady. Otherwise, you'll only get to see 
your kid grow up on the weekends you have visitations.” 

Satoshi nodded. It hurt to hear it. But then Satoshi figured he 
probably needed to hear that. “Yeah, good point.” 

“So what say you finish up here and go to your lady, alright? I’m 
sure she’s waiting for you.” 

He paid his tab and began walking for the door. 

“Thanks for the advice,” he called out. 

“Anytime.” 


Chapter Twenty 


Mei and Kentaro sat at a cafe. They had just come from interviewing 
another potential lead that had gone nowhere. She tried to push the 
fear of failure from her mind long enough to focus on the 
conversation. It wasn’t easy. 

“How are things with ... what’s your daughter’s name again?” 

“Chao-xing. And she’s great!” Kentaro said, brightening noticeably. 
“She’s smart, all her teachers say so. And you can tell just by talking 
to her that she’s quick for her age.” 

“Athletic?” 

“Well, no, she’s had some health issues, but now she seems to 
be doing fine.” 

“You still talk to your ex much? I want to say ...” 

“Ling. We talk every now and then. It’s ... civil between us.” 

“So no chance of a reconciliation?” 

“T doubt it. You know how it goes. She didn’t like the long hours, 
the late nights. ‘You’re married to the job!’ she’d say.” 

Met started to laugh at that one. “I hear that. ‘It’s just a job, it 
doesn’t define you!’” she said mockingly. 

“Yeah. It’s like people only know how to talk about police work in 
worn-out cop show clichés. ‘You love the job more than me!’ ‘If you 
spent half as much time with your family as you did with criminals 

Mei warmed up to the topic. “Exactly! ‘You’re just using your job 
to plug the hole in yourself,’ ‘You just use it as a crutch to avoid 
growing as a person!’” 

Kentaro looked at her funny after that last one. 

“You know what I mean.” 

“Well, who isn’t filling a hole?” Kentaro said as he sipped his 
coffee. 

“But why us? Why are we doing this job instead of someone else?” 

“Who else but people like us could do this job? How does that line 
go again? Something about being the watcher on the wall, a shield for 
our fellow men?” 

“T didn’t know you were such a fan of classic literature,” Mei said. 
“T guess what I’m trying to ask is: what is it about us that makes us 
stick with this thankless gig, when anyone with any sense at all would 


avoid this pit of quicksand?” 

“And [ll say again: who else but us? You’ve got mass 
unemployment throughout the city, but the department is still 
criminally understaffed. Why? By accident? No, it’s because nobody 
wants to do this damn job. When kids started disappearing in those 
kidnappings when the fog rolled in, everyone shook their head and 
said how sad it was. Probably only about one in a hundred thousand 
actually did anything about it.” 

“T can’t believe that we’re the only ones_ who think 
that’s fucked up.” 

“We’re not. But knowing something is wrong and doing something 
to fix it are two entirely different animals. Besides, most people see 
crime in this city as a lost cause. They think evil has already won.” 

“You don’t?” Mei asked over the rim of her coffee mug. 

Kentaro shrugged. “I used to think in terms of winning and losing. 
Now I think in terms of containment. We catch the worst that we can, 
and overlook some of the not-so-bad guys out there.” 

“So you would just give up on catching some of these guys? 
Just roll over?” 

“In a perfect world, on a perfect police force, I would catch 
everyone. But we don’t live in that world, and instead we work for the 
NPA, which is far from perfect. We do what we can with what we’ve 
got. And sometimes that means sleeping with the enemy.” 

“Christ, you sound like you’re ready to start making them breakfast 
too. I say fuck the syndicates, fuck the cartels, and fuck all the 
wannabe soldiers they employ. Cut the head off the snake and be 
done with it.” 

“As much as you hate the syndicates and the cartels, have you ever 
stopped to think what would replace them? Because I have. And 
honestly, I’m starting to think that the organized crime we’ve got is 
better than the disorganized crime we’d get in that case.” 

“How so?” Mei asked. 

“Turf wars, battles for successions, this gang poisoning that gang’s 
drugs to send a message, that gang retaliating with open warfare. And 
on and on, the widening gyre sucking in more gang members and 
civilians as war rages in the streets. Believe me, what we’ve got now 
isn’t perfect, but it’s the lesser of two evils.” 

“How can you say that? You’re basically talking appeasement.” 

“Hey, if it brings a semblance of peace ...” 

“Tt doesn’t. When you turn a blind eye, you’re just sanctioning 
criminality. Sending the message that a certain level of lawlessness 
will be tolerated, and emboldening them to go further. We shouldn’t 
be turning a blind eye to this shit, we should be striking at the heart of 
these organizations.” 


Kentaro shrugged. “Sure. That’s an idea. But you’ve still got the 
chain of command to go through. How are you going to get official 
approval for your war on crime when half of the higher-ups are on the 
take in one form or another?” 

“Are all of the brass dirty? I mean, I knew Endo was, but I 
didn’t think—” 

“Tm not talking about the brass. I’m talking about the politicians 
that make the laws that we enforce. You start pulling up weeds in the 
underworld, and you have no idea how far up they reach. Into some 
seemingly respectable gardens, even. Pretty soon you’re going to have 
problems from them.” 

“The governor? City Assembly? How far up are we talking?” 

“Yup, them. And all the guys at the federal level too.” 

Mei looked somewhat taken aback at that. 

“Oh, don’t act so innocent,” Kentaro chided. “Think about it. 
They’re politicians, politicians need to run campaigns to stay in a job, 
campaigns cost money, and money isn’t free. But gangsters have 
money and are willing to part with it, for certain favors. It’s always 
been this way and always will be.” 

“T still think you should stamp out corruption wherever you see it. 
Cut out the cancer, even if it means losing part of the body.” 

“Tt gets a little harder when the cancer fights back. I’m not saying 
it can’t be done. You just have to be smarter and subtler about it than 
taking a blowtorch to the roots of corruption.” 

Mei considered this as she sipped her coffee. 

“Anyway, how did your meeting with Endo and the others go? 
Total clusterfuck, or just a partial clusterfuck?” 

“Total clusterfuck. They want me to run everything by 
this Ozaki guy.” 

“Never heard of him.” 

“He’s with the Dark Army.” 

Kentaro looked away and grimaced but didn’t say anything. 

“What?” 

“T just don’t have a good feeling about them.” 

“The Dark Army? What do they want, anyway? I only started 
hearing about them about a year ago, now they’re everywhere.” 

“As if this city didn’t have enough cancers to worry about, now 
we've got this one too.” 

“Who are they?” 

“Near as anyone can tell, they grew out of the Patriot’s Guard of 
the Japan Patriot’s Society and the Rising Suns, two ultra-right-wing 
groups that merged a few years back. Their big break came when they 
aligned themselves with Shinjiro Nakatoni, former high-ranking Self- 
Defense Forces official turned defense contractor. He gave the Dark 


Army the funding and legitimacy they were lacking.” 

“What’s their deal?” 

“Hard to say exactly. Power would be my guess. Their stated goal 
is law and order and ‘national pride,’ which usually means racism and 
isolationism. The unofficial patrols they’ve been running are gaining 
legitimacy. Plus now they provide security for just about every major 
politician in the country. This gives them enormous pull.” 

“Really? I didn’t think politicians were in the habit of taking 
advice from their bodyguards.” 

“They usually aren’t, but two members of the National Diet under 
their protection met with unfortunate ends last year. Accidentally, of 
course. Though it was strange that both were outspoken critics of 
the Dark Army.” 

“You’re not buying the official story?” 

Kentaro shook his head. “Both cases were highly suspicious, yet 
they were able to have the investigations quashed both times. Most of 
the other metropolitan and federal-level politicians have been a lot 
more muted in their criticism since then.” 

“Well, looks like they'll be unofficially taking part in the 
investigation, so we’ve got to get used to it.” 

Kentaro sighed. “I guess, but I don’t have to like it. Be careful with 
this Ozaki guy. Don’t give him anything more than you have to.” 

“Tll be careful at first, just to get the measure of him. But as far as 
I’m concerned, if they help us catch this guy, then they’re 
on our side.” 

“And again, what side is that?” 

Mei shot him a look. “The law.” 


Chapter Twenty-One 


(74 


. so while I’m standing there shooting the shit with my boss, this 
white boy ambles up from out of nowhere, looks Moto right in the 
eye, and says, ‘You’re getting fucked.” 

“Well, I didn’t say it directly,” Vasili corrected him. 

“Ha-ha!” Nobunaga says, slamming the table with an open palm. “I 
almost forgot! He couldn’t even speak Japanese back then, so he says 
it into his phone to have it translated!” 

Kameko and Nobunaga’s date, an uncomfortably young woman 
named Miho, both laugh. Vasili just gave a sideways grin. He couldn’t 
remember the last night he had taken time off to spend with friends. 
He kept reminding himself he needed to take time every now and then 
to enjoy the stone palace he had built for himself. After all, wasn’t that 
the whole point? 

“See, Moto used to collect the envelopes for the week at this 
skeezy little izakaya on Thursday nights. He would sit there chatting 
with whoever came in, sipping sake and collecting his take. And for a 
couple of weeks, this big white guy had been there, just watching. 
Never said anything, never made a move, nothing. We tried scaring 
him off a few times, but it didn’t take.” 

“You guys weren’t that scary.” 

“So anyway, Moto looks at me, but I just shrug. I don’t know 
what’s going on. And the guy says—into his phone’s translator—‘No, 
leather-boy here is okay.” 

“Wait, wait, leather-boy?” Kameko asked with a smile. 

“T used to wear a leather jacket back then,” Nobunaga said. 
“Because I was so cool.” 

“Right,” Miho said. 

“Anyway, this white devil goes on to lay it out for Moto. Seems 
that two of the other lieutenants figured out that by a certain point in 
the night, Moto was usually too shitfaced to count the envelopes. So 
they would show up later and carry an envelope with the full amount 
owed in one pocket, and a light envelope in the other. If he was 
drunk, he’d get the light envelope. But if they knew he was going to 
count it, they’d pull out the correct envelope.” 

“How did they know if he would count it?” Miho asked. 
“Moto asked him that very same question. He said, ‘They can tell 


how drunk you are by how red your face is.’ Now, I thought for sure 
Moto was gonna have me shoot this guy in the back alley. But instead, 
he says he wanted to test this theory. So everyone goes back to their 
starting positions, and we wait for the guys. Sure enough, it goes 
down exactly how Vasili said it would.” 

“So what did he do?” Miho asked. 

“Moto had them beaten until they promised to repay him their 
‘back taxes,’ then made Vasili a job offer right there on the spot.” 

“Even though you couldn’t speak Japanese?” Kameko asked him. 

“T learned eventually. Language skills didn’t impress Moto. Ability 
and honesty did.” 

“And you figured all that out from just watching them?” Kameko 
asked. 

Vasili nodded. “It was obvious what they were doing, if you were 
paying attention.” 

“And just why were you paying attention for weeks on end?” 

“Eh, that’s a story for another day. Basically I came over with a 
crew that got busted, leaving me stranded. I had to look for work real 
quick. And while I didn’t have a resume, I had my smarts.” 

“But certainly not good looks,” Nobunaga said with a grin. 

Nobunaga was one of the few people who could bust Vasili’s balls 
like that and get away with it. The two had been close ever since that 
night. Nobunaga had left one detail out of the story when he’d told it, 
and that was that Moto hadn’t nearly ordered that Vasili be taken 
outside and shot. He had ordered that. The only thing that had 
stopped this was Nobunaga, who’d stuck his own neck out by insisting 
they hear the funny-looking gaijin out. Vasili not only loved him for 
that, he loved him for leaving that detail out of the story every time 
he told it. Nobunaga was solid like that. 

He had been fit back in his youth, when he still wore leather 
jackets. But now that he dressed like a mafia don, he had the body to 
match, as he had filled out quite a bit since then. His rotund body 
conspired with his thinning hair to make him seem older than he was, 
but he had a keen mind for business and a no-nonsense 
practicality to him. 

Now he was primarily based out of Chiyoda Ward. Specifically, 
Kasumigaseki, the seat of Japan’s central government. He had fewer 
traditional criminal interests than the other bosses, as his role was 
more of a political fixer for the organization. He had extensive 
contacts in the long-ruling RDP party. He made sure the good old boys 
in the seats of power were taken care of—with lavish gifts and all- 
expenses-paid trips, drugs, women, gambling, whatever—and in 
exchange he called in favors for himself and the Kaisha at large. While 
he didn't earn the organization much in revenue, he was invaluable to 


it in terms of his political influence and advance knowledge of which 
way the official winds were blowing. 

“But enough ancient history,” Nobunaga said. “Baby, would you 
excuse us for a few minutes? Id like to talk business with these two.” 

Miho pouted but walked over to the bar and began texting on her 
phone. 

“Which college did you find her at again?” Kameko asked. 

“Oh, she’s told me the name before, but I keep forgetting it. The 
reason I wanted to talk shop here is because I heard you recently had 
a sit-down with Eriko. How does she look?” 

“Like shit,” Vasili said. “I don’t know how much longer she has, 
honestly.” 

Nobunaga leaned back and shook his head. “Goddammit. That’s 
not what I wanted to hear.” 

“It’s a damn shame,” Vasili agreed. “Especially for a good 
woman like that.” 

“For a good leader like that,” Nobunaga said. “We’re not likely to 
see her equal anytime soon. Least not from that kid she shat out.” 

“He sat in on our meeting.” 

“Like he’s being groomed?” 

“Maybe.” 

“Not good, not good. Who do you like instead of him? If you could 
choose.” 

“You or me, ideally,” Vasili said. It was only partially a lie. He had 
no desire to wear the crown himself. “Failing that, Takabe.” 

“Okay, who could you live with?” 

Vasili had to think about that. “Toru. Maybe Uchida. Maybe 
Hashimoto.” 

“T can see Toru being good,” Nobunaga agreed. “Uchida ... kind of 
scares me, and I’m not afraid to admit it. Hashimoto I’m not so sure 
about. Maybe if she was able to excise the stick that’s perpetually 
up her ass.” 

“So who else do you like?” Vasili asked. 

“T could see Fujita making a good replacement. He’d be a good face 
for the organization.” 

Vasili waved a hand dismissively. “He’s a good talker, sure, but I 
don’t think there’s much to him.” 

“He’d be good PR. Put a handsome face on the Kaisha, make us 
look younger.” 

“Why are you looking for a handsome face when you’ve got one 
right here?” Vasili said, motioning towards his own concrete slab 
of a face. 

“Because you frighten children,” Nobunaga said. “Now here’s a 
question for you: who would be last on your list of preferred 


successors? Aside from Chobei, of course.” 

“Of course. Let’s see ... Matsuo, for starters. And of course Yoshii 
and that viper Miyagi. Akiyama is in their orbit, which puts him on 
my shitlist.” 

“Agreed. That whole contingent I could do without. I would also 
add Nagai and Takeuchi. Too violent and hotheaded for my tastes. 
What do you think about Lee?” 

“Eh, mostly I don’t,” Vasili said. 

Just then Vasili realized that his silenced phone was ringing. 
Yukari Sato. Damn, he didn’t want to talk to her, but looked like he 
had already missed several of her calls. He excused himself to call 
back in case it was an emergency. 

“What?” he said into the phone when he was away from the table. 

“Oh, real nice greeting, after I’ve been calling you all day.” 

“Ts it urgent? Something to do with Shoichi?” 

“It is urgent, but it’s not about him.” 

“Tm in the middle of dinner with some people now, so if you—” 

“Right, I’ll get to the point. I need money.” 

“What else is new?” 

“Tt’s just for a little while. To tide me over until I get the advance 
from that new show.” 

“Ah yes, your new yakuza family drama.” 

“So you’ve heard.” 

“T have. Can’t say I’m happy with it.” 

“Don’t worry, there won’t be anything personal in it.” 

“Still, I don’t like any undue attention, and this will bring plenty.” 

“Look, it’s just—” 

“How much do you need?” Vasili said, rubbing his face. 

“About fifty million yen should do it.” 

“That’s not a small amount.” 

“Well, doing a press tour is expensive! I need new dresses, 
professional hair and makeup people, not to mention—” 

“Yeah, and that pricey new penthouse apartment must have really 
put a dent in your careful budgeting.” 

“Got to keep up appearances. So will you help me or not?” 

“Alright, alright. ’ll see what I can do. But I’m a little tight right 
now. So this is a loan, not a gift. You pay me back when you get the 
advance.” 

“How very generous of you.” 

“Best I can do right now. And now I need to get back to my 
dinner.” 

Just another headache, he thought to himself as he rejoined the 
others. 

“Who was that?” Kameko asked. 


“Eh, a call from the past.” 
“And how is your ex doing?” 
“Let’s talk about anything else.” 


Chapter Twenty- | wo 


Tamazaki scanned the crowd around him, wishing he were absolutely 
anywhere else. He held a half-empty glass of beer in his hand that had 
gone flat and warm long ago. No matter, it was just for show. He 
needed to keep a clear head. But he still needed a visual indicator to 
show that, hey, he was enjoying this gathering just as much as 
the next guy. 

He wasn’t, though. Because the next guy was probably a star 
athlete, or a television personality, or an up-and-coming recording 
artist, or someone who actually belonged among the Tokyo high life. 
Not some scrappy corner-kid made good who had followed the Path 
since he was little. He shouldn’t be here. Hell, they shouldn’t even be 
having this party. 

As Chobei’s right-hand man, Tamazaki had told his boss time and 
again that they shouldn’t be hosting such parties. They were a 
liability. Yakuza had no business mingling with civilians, much less 
getting drunk or high and potentially giving up classified information. 
He had seen Chobei do it too many times to know that the danger was 
real at such parties. Chobei used to pretend to take his concerns 
seriously. Now he didn’t even bother to do that. 

But since most of his other yes-men were scared to stand up to 
their boss, it usually fell to Tamazaki to try to keep him in line. Now 
he wandered through Chobei’s lavish Tokyo penthouse, warm beer in 
hand, trying to find his boss. 

On his first pass through the room, he saw two actors with feature 
films currently in theaters, three older men and one woman who he 
thought were politicians, and more beautiful women in slinky evening 
dresses than he could count. But no Chobei. He was about to head out 
to the veranda when he noticed something out of the corner of his 
eye. At a group of couches and chairs around a coffee table, he saw 
something snap into focus between the shoulders of two women with 
their backs to him. He saw it was Chobei’s face, one nostril dusted 
white and two enormously dilated pupils staring straight ahead above 
a jagged grin. 

Tamazaki immediately corrected course and hurried in that 
direction, cursing silently to himself. A coked-up dog was even harder 
to keep on a leash than a sober one, and Chobei on coke was a 


dangerous animal indeed. Tamazaki hurried over and leaned in close 
to whisper in his ear. 

“Hey, boss, I don’t know if doing coke out in the open is the best 
idea. You never know who’s watching.” 

“Good point.” He handed the rolled-up ten-thousand-yen bill in his 
hand to the hot young thing next to him and pointed at the table. 
“Clean that up.” She sank to her knees, only too happy to comply. 

“Okay, now you promised!” said one of the other women around 
the table. “Tell us some stories!” 

“Yeah,” chimed in the guy to her left, “it’s not every day we get to 
talk to someone on the Path.” 

“Well, I really shouldn’t,” Chobei said with a smile. He was clearly 
relishing the attention. 

“Come on!” 

“Sorry, ladies and gentlemen,” Tamazaki said with a smile, “but 
it’s a tight brotherhood and we’re sworn to secrecy.” 

“Tamazaki is right,” Chobei said. “Men in our position can’t be too 
careful. We must be discreet.” 

“That’s no fun,” pouted one of the women. “Can’t Kintamazaki 
here hold his silence while you tell us some stories?” 

“Hey, Kintamazaki!” Chobei said with a laugh. “I never 
thought of that!” 

Of course you haven’t, Tamazaki thought. Because it’s a dumb joke 
and even those are above you. 

“Just one?” the girl pressed. 

“Oh, I don’t know, I really shouldn’t ...” 

But you can’t help yourself, so you will, Tamazaki thought with a 
sense of resignation. He had seen this same pattern play out so often 
that he knew the script by heart. First Chobei played it off, then he 
acted coy, then after a few lines or a couple drinks, he would tell 
people where the bodies were buried. Sometimes literally. So starved 
for approval was he that he’d throw his caution away if it meant some 
positive attention. 

And just as Tamazaki feared, soon Chobei was telling the onlookers 
about yakuza life. He was coked out, rushing through his story at a 
thousand words a minute. When he finished, Tamazaki tried to put a 
stop to it again. 

“Well, we could tell you guys more, but then we’d have to kill 
you!” Tamazaki said with a smile. Except for some nervous laughter, 
most of the people there just ignored him. 

“Are you worried at all about the Taira-kai?” asked a muscular guy 
at the edge of the group. “I hear they’re moving into 
Kawasaki big-time.” 

“Sorry, who are you again?” Chobei asked in a voice dripping with 


contempt. 

“My name is Yoshitomi, I play ball for the Kewpie Mayo Sluggers.” 

“And just what the fuck would a baseball player know about the 
Path?” Chobei spat. 

Yoshitomi shrugged. “Just what I read in the papers, really. It’s not 
my area of expertise.” 

“No, your area of expertise is hitting a ball with a stick and 
choking during the playoffs,” Chobei said with a grin, eliciting more 
nervous laughter from the assembled crowd. “And just what does it 
say in the papers about the Taira-kai?” 

“Just that they’ve been backing some legit businesses like payday 
lenders and real estate offices to get a foot in the door. Also branching 
out into gambling, running drugs and women, stuff like that.” 

Chobei shot his underlings a pointed look. Kido just shrugged. 

“We’re on it,” Tamazaki said quietly. 

“Are we now?” Chobei said. “Well, if that’s the case, why wasn’t I 
informed of this?” 

Tamazaki cleared his throat and looked down. “I, uh, mentioned 
this to you before. You told me to handle it.” 

Chobei looked displeased, but finally he grunted and smiled for his 
guests. “Of course, must have slipped my mind. Hard to concern 
yourself every time a fly farts or a cockroach steals a crumb.” 

“Exactly!” Kido said, brightening. “These gnats aren’t anything for 
us to worry about.” 

“You see,” Chobei said, addressing the crowd. “These rubes from 
the hinterlands may have made it big making bathtub moonshine, or 
stealing rice from out of the field, or whatever they do. But they can’t 
rival an organization as powerful as the Kaisha. And you know why?” 

The onlookers shook their heads. Kido beamed in satisfaction. Only 
Tamazaki was afraid of where this was heading. He had never seen 
Chobei suffer a perceived slight—no matter how small—and just 
shake it off. 

“Leadership! Leadership, and the discipline and dedication it 
inspires. These are the foundations upon which all dynasties are built. 
That’s what the Taira-kai and other pretenders to the throne lack.” 

“Well, they say that Taira is a strong leader who inspires loyalty. 
And he’s got kobun like Soseki and—what was his name?—oh yeah, 
Hyobanshi, who are feared in their own right.” 

Tamazaki tensed up. The guy talking now was a middle-aged man 
with a much younger woman leaning on him. He looked vaguely 
familiar, and given the man’s news anchor looks and voice, Tamazaki 
figured he must have seen him on TV. He glanced at Chobei to see his 
boss quietly fuming. 

“T mean, I’m no expert or anything!” the man was quick to assure 


everyone. “Just repeating what our research team found when we did 
a report on the Taira-kai last month.” 

Chobei struggled to get his facial expression under control. “I’m 
not worried about them. Outsiders with no idea of what true 
leadership is don’t frighten me. Ill show you~ what 
devotion looks like.” 

He glanced around at the assembled onlookers until he spotted 
Kido. He snapped his fingers and pointed at his underling, saying, 
“Come here.” 

Kido nervously approached. “Yeah, boss?” 

“You’re armed?” Chobei asked. 

“Of course.” 

“Got a blade?” 

“Always.” 

“Cut off your finger.” 

“Boss?” 

“Cut off your finger. Show them what true dedication looks like.” 

“But I... I didn’t do anything wrong.” 

“Well, now you just did by disobeying an order given to you by 
your oyabun. I’ll have that finger now.” 

The crowd had fallen completely silent, with all eyes on Kido. He 
shakily removed a small switchblade from its holster and flicked it 
open. Then he got down on his knees with one hand splayed over the 
coffee table. He laid a large wooden coaster out over the table. In any 
other context Tamazaki would have found that funny, but now he just 
looked on grimly. Kido’s other hand unsteadily held the blade over his 
pinky finger as he steeled himself to make the cut. 

“T can’t watch this!” one woman said before fleeing. Several others 
joined her, the rest looked on breathlessly. 

“T ... ’m sorry, I can’t,” Kido said. 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Chobei said. 

He leapt from his seat and came around to Kido in a fury, 
snatching the blade from his shaking hand. Then he began violently 
sawing at the man’s pinky with one hand as he held his underling in 
place at the forearm with his other hand. 

Kido howled in pain as Chobei hacked away with the tiny blade. 
Blood spurted everywhere. A streak splashed across some of the 
nearby guests, who fled in disgust. Others who hadn’t been in the 
splash zone also left, many of them with queasy looks on their faces. 
Only a hardy few soldiered on to watch this display of forced 
mutilation play out to the end. 

After a full minute and a half of Chobei slicing at his underling, it 
looked like he had cut through the flesh around the pinky. But the 
bone was still in place. Swearing and sweating with the exertion, 


Chobei kept hacking away. A thick lock of hair had come loose from 
his ponytail and was now covering his eyes. Realizing that the bone 
was still holding the digit in place, he took the knife and began 
stabbing it, trying to hit the bone. Most of his stabs were off target, 
and just succeeded in leaving puncture wounds in Kido’s other fingers 
and the back of his hand. 

By now Kido was twisting away and trying to get free from 
Chobei’s grip as he screamed in pain. Chobei began twisting the 
finger, trying to break the bone to remove it, even standing up to 
straddle Kido’s shoulder for better leverage. His fingers kept slipping 
off Kido’s finger because of all the blood. After a few savage twists and 
yanks he was able to sever the hapless man’s pinky, which he held up 
for all to see. 

“There! You see?” Chobei said with a triumphant gleam in his 
eyes. “That’s what true dedication looks like!” 

He continued to brandish the bloody and battered finger for 
anyone who would look at it. Most of the guests shrank away. Some 
still looking on bore wide-eyed looks of shocked disbelief, as if they 
couldn’t look away no matter how much they wanted to. At Chobei’s 
feet, Kido whimpered and sobbed as he cradled his mutilated hand in 
his shirt to staunch the bleeding. 

Tamazaki was the first to break the spell by moving. 

“Come on, let’s go to the kitchen and get that on ice,” Tamazaki 
said. “I can drive you to the hospital.” 

He carefully helped Kido to his feet and began guiding him to the 
kitchen. 

“Here, you can take this with you,” Chobei said, tossing the 
severed finger after Kido. “I don’t need it anymore.” 

Tamazaki leaned down to gingerly pick up the swollen purple digit 
and carried it into the kitchen. As he was packing it in ice, it occurred 
to Tamazaki that Chobei had chanced upon Kido first because he had 
looked left to right when he was seeking someone for his 
demonstration. If he had looked right to left, he would have seen 
Tamazaki first. Then he would be the one with a mutilated hand. 

A young woman followed them into the kitchen soon after. She 
made a beeline for a bottle of whiskey on the counter, which she 
opened and took a heavy pull from. 

“That was fucked up. Are you alright?” she asked, wiping her 
mouth with the back of her hand. 

Kido was too focused on his pain to hear her, so Tamazaki 
answered for him. 

“He'll be fine. They might be able to reattach it.” 

“Ts he always like that?” she asked. 

“Sometimes.” 


“So why work for him? Knowing what he’s like and all.” 
“Oh, none of us have any illusions about what he is,” Tamazaki 
said with a sideways glance at Kido. “He’s the shacho’s son.” 


Chapter Twenty-Three 


“Hey, girlfriend! How’s it going?” came an overly chipper and cheerful 
voice from Mei’s phone. 

“What do you want, Kameko?” 

“Just to talk to my best girl! See how things are with you!” 

“Things are busy. What do you want?” 

“Just to toss your flailing investigation a lifeline,” Kameko said, 
resuming her normal speaking tone. “Turns out there might be a 
witness to the murder on Tsukishima.” 

“Yeah? Who?” Mei said, suddenly interested. 

“T’m spotty on details, but my source says he’s an old drifter named 
Ebina. Seems like he is, or at least was, living out of that factory. You 
didn’t see any signs someone might be there?” 

“We saw some scattered garbage and old camping gear upstairs. 
But it looked too old to still be in use.” 

“Well, it sounds like he comes and goes. It’s not much, but worth 
looking into. I’m going to check it out later today after I handle some 
other business.” 

“Thanks, I’ll do the same.” 

“Any other news from your end?” Kameko asked. “I don’t want this 
relationship to be one-sided. You know, like where I’m the only one 
making progress on the case.” 

“Funny.” 


K*K* 


It was early evening by the time Mei arrived at the island. Since she 
didn’t have a vehicle of her own, she took one of the unmarked patrol 
vehicles from the NPA’s garage. She parked several blocks away from 
the main camps and night markets on Tsukishima. 

As she walked through a makeshift camp, she saw people huddled 
around trash can fires. Others were gathered near food trucks, cooking 
greasy food in smoking cooking oil, or asleep in tents and lean-to 
structures. She saw people who had fallen through every crack there 
was, whose only option was to live on a disintegrating island so that 
they could stay in Tokyo. For what? Why did people still cling to this 


city? What did they see in this sinking ship that made them lash 
themselves to the bow? 

She couldn’t help them, couldn’t do a damn thing for them. She 
shook her head, as if trying to clear the thought from her mind. All 
she could do was play her role in the system. Her job, her only job, 
was to solve these murders before anyone else got hurt. So she 
trudged on through the sea of dirty faces casting suspicious 
glances her way. 

Mei ducked into one of the tents that was set up as a bar. She 
figured the booze would make people friendlier, or at least make them 
let their guard down. But when she asked about Ebina, she was met by 
hard, stony faces that had no comment for her. What the hell? She 
was dressed in her street clothes. Were people that guarded here, or 
did she still stand out as police? 

She ordered a drink. The other patrons mostly regarded her coldly, 
and she soon found the barstools around her empty. Undeterred, she 
walked over to a group of men and asked about Ebina. They quietly 
got up and walked away without saying anything. This process was 
repeated several times with different groups. Figuring the bartender 
couldn’t walk away from her, she tried him next. 

“Hey, I’m looking for a man named Ebina. Older guy, maybe. 
Camps out in the factories.” 

The bartender just shook his head. 

“Any idea where I might look?” 

No response. 

Mei drained her glass, then walked over to the nearest table and 
climbed up on it. 

“Alright, everyone, listen up!” she shouted. “I’m Detective Mei 
Kimura of the NPA! I’m here looking for a guy called Ebina. That’s all 
I know about him. If I don’t find him, that’s cool, Pll just hang out 
here. Maybe call some of my friends on the force and get them down 
here. This can be our new hangout. We’ll be here every night 
for weeks, just—” 

“Alright, get the fuck off there!” the bartender shouted. He angrily 
beckoned her over. 

Mei jumped off the table and walked over. “You remember 
something about him now?” 

“Fuck’s sakes, you don’t have to scare off my customers. I’m just 
trying to make a living here.” 

“Yeah, I’ve got a job too,” Mei said, glancing around at the now- 
nearly-empty bar. 

“He doesn’t come here, but I know of him. Older guy, with a 
military-surplus camo jacket. Wears those stupid—what do you call 
them?—like a fishing hat over his respirator. Try down by the Pit. 


Seen him there a few times.” 

“The Pit?” 

“Big hole that opened up a few years back. Swallowed most of the 
mall and half a school. Make a left out of here, then the first right and 
down about six blocks.” 

“Thanks,” Mei said, turning to leave. 

“Then, when you get there, be sure to throw yourself in it and 
drown yourself, you dumb bitch!” 

“You'll drown before I will if you keep pouring drinks on this 
sinking island.” 

Mei followed his directions until she came across a large 
overgrown field. She saw several men standing out in it and headed 
their way. Judging from the rusty skeletons of the soccer goals and 
baseball backstop scattered about, it looked like the school’s athletic 
field. The schoolhouse itself stood nearby, the facade half-crumbled 
away to reveal the interior classrooms. As she drew near, she saw that 
an enormous hole had opened up in the field. Black water bubbled up 
from the bay below, half-submerging the building materials that had 
fallen into the pit. 

Several men were huddled around a trash can fire at the top of the 
hole, where the ground began sloping away. A few other people stood 
around in scattered groups, talking and drinking. She approached one 
group with a man that fit the bartender’s description. 

“Hello there,” Mei said in her friendliest voice. Of course, it was 
hard being friendly through a face mask. “I’m looking for a man 
named Ebina. You guys know him?” 

The other two men began backing away, leaving her with the man 
in the camo jacket. 

“Well, now, must be my lucky day!” Ebina said, peering into her 
mask. “Not often young women come asking around for me.” 

“T was hoping I could ask you a few questions.” 

“Anything, my dear, anything at all. What can I do for you?” 

“T’m with the police. I heard you may have witnessed a crime.” 

Even behind his mask, she could see his face fall. He 
began backing away. 

“Look, I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I don’t know 
anything about that.” 

“About what, sir?” 

“About ... ’m going to walk away now.” 

Mei stepped towards him. “We can do this the easy way, or the 
hard way. Several of your possessions were found near the scene of 
the crime.” She was guessing, but from his expression, it looked like 
she’d guessed right. “I don’t think you did it, but that gives me enough 
leverage to charge you and officially bring you in for questioning.” 


“T didn’t do—” 

“Anything, yeah, I know. Still, the law is stacked in my favor. So 
how about instead of that, you come in voluntarily? You’ll be out in a 
few hours, and I’ll even buy you dinner. How does that sound?” 

The man shook his head. “Sounds like extortion. So let’s just cut to 
the chase. How much do you want?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Come on. This is a shakedown, right? So how much 
do you want?” 

“This isn’t a shakedown. I’m looking for information.” 

“Right, sure, okay. But really, how much do you want?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Look, we both know cops don’t come out here to enforce the law. 
The only reason police ever come round here is to make their arrest 
numbers. Or, usually just shake us down to look the other way and let 
us stay here.” The anger was beginning to flare in his voice now. “So 
why don’t you just tell me how much money you want to look the 
other way and let me continue existing?” 

He had worked himself up now and was panting. Mei regarded 
him evenly. 

“[m police. ’'m investigating a murder that happened close to 
here. One which I have reason to believe you witnessed. I want 
whatever information you have that will lead me to catch the 
killer. That’s it.” 

“Right, right, right. Just drop this ‘last honest cop’ bullshit and 
save us all some time.” 

Mei was starting to feel bad about throwing her weight around 
with the man, and back at the bar. She was realizing that the people 
here were very familiar with the police, but not in a positive way. She 
took out her wallet and removed three thousand yen, which she 
tucked into his pocket. 

“For your troubles. And I’ll buy dinner. We don’t even have to go 
to the station.” 

He regarded her skeptically without moving. 

“And I'll even throw in an apology for the way I acted.” 

He nodded slowly, still looking leery—like he wasn’t familiar with 
this new con and wasn’t sure how it was going to play out. 

“Alright.” 

“Good man.” 

Mei walked Ebina back towards her car with a hand on his 
shoulder. As she approached her vehicle, she saw someone lying on 
the hood, and realized it was Kameko. Mei watched her send a brief 
text by phone, then leap down off the hood. 

“Ahoy there, partner!” she called out. “Seems like you’ve caught 


something!” 

“What the hell are you doing on my car? And how did you even 
know it was my car? It’s unmarked.” 

“T was waiting for you to get back. And I figured it was yours 
because they don’t much care for police out here on the reclaimeds.” 
With that, Kameko nodded towards the vehicle’s rear end. Mei 
followed her look to see her rear axle propped up on two cinder 
blocks. 

“Fuck.” 

“Yeah, real shame about that. This the guy?” 

“Tm nobody,” Ebina said. Mei could feel his shoulder tensing up 
where she was guiding him. 

“The nobody who saw what went down in that factory over 
yonder? The night two people got killed?” 

Mei eyed Kameko. She wanted to find the leak in her department 
that was giving up information to Vasili and his people and plug it. 

The man looked frightened all of a sudden. “I ... I don’t know 
nothing about that.” 

“Well, we'll see about that,” Kameko said. 

Mei was about to protest when she saw a large black SUV glide up 
next to them. Jun emerged and went around to open the rear door. 

“Okay, thanks, Mei,” Kameko said. “But we’ll take it from here.” 
Kameko began ushering Ebina towards their vehicle. 

“The fuck you will! He’s my witness!” 

“Trust me, you better let us handle this,” Jun said, stepping up to 
Mei. “We're better equipped for such situations.” 

Ebina had looked scared before, but now he looked positively 
terrified. He kept looking back at Mei to intervene. But when she tried 
to get closer, Jun blocked her with his body. She was getting 
desperate. She knew that if they got away with her witness, the next 
time she saw him he’d likely be dead. Condemned to die to protect 
whatever secrets he carried. 

“Goddammit, this is official police business you’re interfering with! 
He’s my witness and I’m taking him in!” 

Kameko slammed the door to the backseat with Ebina in it and 
opened the driver’s door. 

“What are you afraid of me finding out?” 

“Nothing,” Kameko said. “In fact, I hope he can shed some light on 
what happened. That’s why we’re going to have a chat with him.” 

Mei tried again to get around Jun, but he was able to keep her at 
bay. She knew she was no match for him physically. She briefly 
considered pulling her weapon, but it was two against one. And she 
feared what their response might be. For her and for their new 
prisoner. 


“And I'll be sure to pass along whatever information he gives us. 
But we need to speak to him first.” 

“What are you going to do to him?” Mei asked. 

“Talk to him,” Kameko said icily as she slammed her door. 
“Besides, it’s not like you’ll be taking him anywhere in that.” She 
nodded towards Mei’s crippled car. 

“Can you at least give me a ride back?” Mei asked. 

She was grasping at any chance to stop them from taking Ebina. It 
wasn’t just the case that had her worried. The thought of losing 
another witness to Vasili and his people made her sick to her stomach. 

“Oh, sorry, I would,” Kameko said with a look of artificial 
contrition. “But I have to debrief a witness.” 

With that, the SUV drove off. She watched it disappear, along with 
her best chance of ever solving the case. 


Chapter Twenty-Four 


Vasili glanced down at his cards to see the king and jack of hearts. A 
strong hand for heads-up hold’em that gave him lots of ways to 
connect. He looked up at his opponent to see Eriko staring at him 
placidly. Eriko raised from the button and he re-raised her, eliciting an 
arched eyebrow in response. 

“Did you find your balls, Vasili? I noticed you’d been playing 
without them tonight.” 

It was true, he was playing much more timidly than usual. It was 
no way to play in general, much less against a shark like Eriko. She 
had been snapping off his weak limps and checks all night with 
aggressive play. His stacks had been dwindling as hers piled up. 

“Must have left them at home. Good thing, otherwise I’'d probably 
lose those to you too.” 

“Eh,” Eriko grunted as she called. “What would I do with four 
balls?” 

Vasili smiled. With Eriko’s recent sickness, it had been too long 
since they had gotten together for one of their high-stakes, no-limit 
games. And while he usually lost, he still enjoyed his boss’s 
company. Always had. 

“TI heard about your little arrangement between Chobei and the 
Taira-kai,” Eriko said as she dealt the flop. “Very kind of you.” 

Vasili didn’t know which he liked less—the topic of conversation 
or the flop. Both were liable to take him places he didn’t want to go. 
Queen of spades, seven of clubs, and three of clubs weren’t doing him 
any favors. He led with a continuation bet. 

“He asked for my help. And you know me, I’m just big, 
cuddly teddy bear.” 

Eriko snorted at that as she came over the top of his bet. “I don’t 
keep you around because you’re a cuddly bear. It’s because you’re 
more the rip-a-guy’s-arm-off-and-eat-it-in-front-of-him type of bear.” 

“In Russia, is usually the same type. Depends on mood.” Vasili 
called to see another card. 

“So I’m told.” 

The next card was the two of diamonds. Which helped him not at 
all. He checked and she bet. He folded. She showed a ten and a six as 
she scooped up his chips. He cursed. 


“T’ve also been working with Chobei,” Eriko said as Vasili shuffled 
the deck to deal. “Trying to ... school him, you could say. Make him 
the leader I need him to be.” 

Vasili didn’t like what that implied. “And how is that going?” 

Eriko shook her head. “Not great. I fear that I put it off too long. I 
wasn’t always the most involved parent when he was growing up— 
usually too busy running the organization. I’m trying to make up for it 
now, but the boy’s already been warped.” 

“He certainly seems to have strange sense of honor,” Vasili said. 
Even this was pushing it, he thought, but he couldn’t help it. Besides, 
he had earned the right to speak frankly with Eriko. 

Eriko nodded slightly. “Yes, I suppose so. Still, he controls an 
important territory—though that may have been premature—so I need 
him up to speed and fast.” 

“Tf he’s to lead, I hope he gets up to speed quickly.” 

Vasili hoped that Eriko would clarify for him whether he was to 
lead in Kawasaki, or lead the entire organization. Instead, she just 
nodded and continued. 

“Yes. I know he has his faults. Believe me, I know better than 
anyone. But he’s still my son. I’d do anything to protect him.” 

Yes, but how far are you willing to compromise the organization 
to do it? 

“Surely you of all people must understand that,” Eriko said. 

Vasili nodded, because despite his doubts about the boy, he 
understood where she was coming from. He knew what it was like to 
be willing to do anything to protect those close to you. He had been 
there himself. 

Vasili was picking and choosing his words carefully. Normally he 
felt capable of speaking freely with her, but he needed to tread lightly 
around the topic of her son. It was the one subject she had become 
increasingly defensive about over the years. But then, we all have our 
blind spots, he thought. 

“T’m just concerned about his dealings with the Taira-kai. I wonder 
if maybe he is in over his head with them.” 

Eriko didn’t say anything for a long moment. Vasili tried to appear 
nonchalant. He shrugged to show that, really, it was no big deal, just a 
thought. Then he picked up a poker chip in one hand and began deftly 
running it through his fingers. He quickly flipped it from one meaty 
finger to the next with an adroitness that belied the size of his massive 
hands. Finally Eriko spoke. 

“T understand the concern. I think he’s his own worst enemy at the 
moment. But I’ve got some of my top soldiers stationed with his crew, 
keeping an eye on him. I am hearing ... rumors, though. From within 
the syndicate.” 


Vasili’s hand slipped as he was flipping the chip. It fell to the table 
and rolled into his own greatly diminished stack of chips, where it 
clattered to a stop. He put his hand down on the table so that Eriko 
couldn’t tell that it was shaking. 

“Oh? Like what?” 

“Perfidy and betrayal. Lies and deceit. Sturm und Drang. The usual 
bullshit, in other words.” 

“Of course. Anyone in particular?” He was almost afraid to hear 
the answer. 

“Well, let’s just say it will all come out in good time. We have our 
board meeting next week. Then, after that, I’m having a dinner for all 
the bosses. The matter will be dealt with soon enough.” 

Vasili nodded. “One of your famous dinner parties?” 

“One for the ages.” 

“And who will we be feasting on at this dinner?” 

“That remains to be seen!” she said with a wicked grin. 

Eriko’s dinner parties were legendary, ever since the one where 
she’d solidified her place as boss by purging the syndicate of doubters. 
Vasili could still see the scene clearly in his mind’s eye, however hard 
he tried not to. 

He saw the young upstart Ichimonji to his right, blood gurgling 
from his neck, where a gleaming blade now protruded. To his left, he 
saw the gleaming tip of a sword that had stopped inches from his own 
face, beyond which he glimpsed Horigoshi’s head, severed in the 
middle. All around, he saw a table with only a few bosses that had 
been spared, but more who had been put to the knife, her men still 
hovering over them with bloody knives, or swords still protruding 
from their flesh. Nobunaga locked eyes with him for a second with a 
look that seemed to say: Did that really just happen? 

Up ahead, he saw Eriko, a crimson streak of blood and a wicked 
grin both splashed across her face. She was calmly sipping a cup of 
sake as she surveyed the carnage. Nishihara’s butchered corpse lay on 
the floor in front of her, several polished steel blades protruding from 
his carcass. When she saw Vasili looking at her, she raised her glass to 
him in a toast. 

Vasili shook his head to dispel the image, but it stayed with him. 
Only this time, it was his face with a bloody knife sticking out of his 
mouth. This time he was the one who had been served cold in revenge 
for his treachery. 


Yukari Sato stumbled through the lobby of her new building. She 


weaved tipsily over the gray marble floor, polished to a mirror sheen 
and slippery as ice. Her heels clacked and nearly slid out from her a 
number of times. 

As she rode the elevator up to her apartment, she closed her eyes. 
The motion made her nauseous despite the smooth, silent ride. She 
had had way too much to drink tonight. She swayed back and forth in 
the elevator, hoping she didn’t throw up. The housing board was 
already mad that she was behind on her payments. If only Vasili 
would cough up the money like she asked, she could pay them what 
they were owed. 

As soon as she fumbled her way into her apartment, she was 
grabbed from behind by a pair of powerful hands. One arm bear- 
hugged her, immobilizing her arms, as another hand clamped tight 
over her mouth. The man who grabbed her pinned her against the 
wall. His odor, a mix of sweat, stale cigarettes, and something like 
motor oil, assaulted her nostrils and made her gag into his hand. Her 
heart pounded, making her uncomfortably aware of the sugary 
alcoholic drinks coursing through her veins. 

“Miss Sato! Very sorry about all this! May we have a few 
words with you?” 

Not knowing what else to do, she nodded her head yes. 

“Excellent! So if my colleague here were to release you, you 
wouldn’t scream, would you?” 

She shook her head no. 

“Alright, then.” 

The man behind her released her. She turned around to see four 
men in total, including the one who had grabbed her. Judging by the 
tailored suits, gold jewelry, and shortage of fingers, she figured they 
were on the Path. The one who had spoken to her invited her to have 
a seat on her own couch. Two of them walked into her bedroom with 
a large duffel bag each, and closed the door. She watched them go, 
until the talker waved at her to get her attention. The other loomed 
somewhere out of view behind her. 

It occurred to her that she should be protesting all of this more, 
but she was unsure what her best option was. She still didn’t know 
who they were or what they wanted. The thought occurred to her that 
these were some of Vasili’s men. But what were they doing here? Was 
he trying to send a message? Frighten her? Was he pissed about the 
money and being shitty about it? 

“What do you want?” she asked once she was seated. 

“Well, I’m here for two reasons, actually,” the talker said. 

“Did Vasili send you?” 

“The first is because I’m a fan,” he said, ignoring her question. “I 
must say, Miss Sato, I absolutely loved you in Cherry Blossom Summer. 


And your performance in The Shogun’s Mistress was positively 
sublime.” 

Yukari stared at him, dumbfounded. She was still too drunk and 
startled to know what to make of all this. 

“You see, I must confess to being something of a cinephile. And I 
consider you to be one of the best actresses of our generation. In 
Japan, or anywhere.” 

“Thanks,” she said. “But that doesn’t explain what you’re doing in 
my apartment.” 

Just then a phone rang behind her. The man looming there 
answered, then grunted a few responses into his phone. When he was 
finished, he said to the man across from her, “That’s the Doctor. He’s 
on his way up.” 

“Oh good,” the man said with a grin that set Yukari on edge. The 
man behind her reached for something behind his back, and suddenly 
she was afraid for her life. 

“Hurting me would be a mistake. I’m connected! You ever heard of 
Vasili Loginovski?” 

“Heard of him?” the first guy said with a wicked grin. “In fact, 
that’s why we're here. See, that brings me to the second reason for this 
little house call.” 

Before she could protest further, the talker nodded. The next 
instant, the man behind her quickly looped something over her head 
and began choking her. She struggled vainly, but the man’s grip was 
like iron. She started to panic as her vision went spotty, then 
began going dim. 

As her oxygen-starved brain began blacking out, the last thing she 
ever saw was the man in front of her turn to her killer. 

“Waste of a perfectly good actress, if you ask me.” 


Chapter Twenty-Five 


Mei was able to hold herself together until she got back to their 
basement office. 

“FUCK!” she screamed, slamming her fist into the thin metal sheet 
of a shelving unit. It dented easily with a satisfying sound. 

“Everything alright?” 

Startled, she turned around to see Kentaro seated in a corner. 

“What are you doing here this late?” 

“Trying to put in some work on the case. What happened to you?” 

Mei hesitated. She wasn’t sure how much she should tell him. She 
had always trusted Kentaro, and she figured he might have some 
advice for her on navigating this problem. But the shame of being 
beholden to someone like Vasili stopped her cold. After wavering 
between these two extremes for a few moments, she decided she’d 
rather be damned if she did. 

So she told him everything, how Vasili had compromised her, and 
how his assistants were now alternately helping and hindering her 
investigation. Kentaro regarded her dispassionately throughout, 
seeming neither angry nor surprised. 

“So there you have it, how I found and then lost the best lead 
we’ve had on this case. In less than an hour. How I sold my soul to 
save my ass. How I compromised myself, and where it’s gotten me.” 

Kentaro nodded but remained silent. 

“Well? What do you have to say? You want to tell me how I did 
this to myself?” Mei said. “Go ahead. Tell me how I opened myself up 
to this, made it easy for them to get their hooks in me. Tell me I rolled 
over too easily when I should have fought it.” 

Still he remained silent, with just a pained expression on his face. 

“Say something!” 

“T don’t blame you,” Kentaro said. “I’ve been around long enough 
to know how it goes.” 

“Well, you fucking should blame me. IJ blame me. I rushed in too 
fast to realize that a trap had been laid for me.” She shook her head in 
disgust. “So stupid.” 

“Look, there’s something I should tell you too,” Kentaro said, 
swallowing hard. “This is difficult for me to admit, so—” 

He was interrupted by a guard who ran into the room, shouting, 


“Tm so glad you’re still here! Detective Kimura, I need you to come 
with me right away!” 

“What is it?” Mei asked, slowly getting to her feet. 

“We’ve got someone here who wants to see you. Says it’s 
about your case.” 

“Well, send him down. We're kind of in the middle of something.” 

The guard shook his head. “I think you, uh, better come up 
to see this.” 

Mei and Kentaro followed the guard, who took off at a trot-run 
towards the elevators. When they arrived in the building’s front lobby, 
Mei saw a tall man whose head towered above the swarm of confused 
police officers surrounding him. 

The first thing Mei noticed about the man was his face. It was pale, 
except where it was covered in tattoos unlike any Mei had ever seen. 
They seemed to shift and change as they caught the light. They were 
concentrated around his facial features and ran down his neck. 
Sometimes they made him look skeletal, but then he would turn his 
head and look like a corpse that had been stitched up, as if they were 
shifting with the light. 

The second thing Mei noticed was that his naked torso was 
smeared with blood. 

As soon as he saw her, he smiled and waved a bloody arm at her. 

“Detective Kimura! A pleasure to meet you! I just wanted to 
introduce myself. My name is _ Shigeo. [Tm the _ killer 
yow’re looking for!” 


Vasili stood looking out the window of his office. He gazed at the gray 
sky of another gray morning hanging over the even grayer city below. 
Jun had woken him up a few hours ago to tell him the news. He 
hadn’t been able to get back to sleep since then. 

Now he stood here in the early morning, drinking and looking out 
over the city. He couldn’t shake the thought that somewhere in this 
maze of concrete, glass, and fog was the man who had killed Yukari. 
They weren’t close anymore, Vasili didn’t stay close to people for long. 
A side effect of the job. But they had been close at one time, and that 
meant something to him. 

It meant that whoever did this would be found and made to pay 
dearly for it. 

“Sir?” Jun asked from the doorway. He was still awaiting his 
response. Vasili ignored him. 

“Sir? How do you—” 


The glass of vodka in Vasili’s hand shattered. Shards of ice and 
glass tinkled to the floor and were soon covered in droplets of blood 
from Vasili’s quaking fist. Jun just nodded, then took his leave. 

He stood there for a few more minutes, letting the grief wash over 
him. The anger would come soon enough, but for now he allowed 
himself to feel the emptiness at her loss. They had been together a 
long time, by far the longest he’d ever been with someone. Now 
she was gone. 

He knew where this was headed. Knew himself well enough to 
know that soon the grief would give way to rage, and the rage would 
crystallize into violence. 

But right now there was just the grief. He let it gnaw at him some 
more, until he told himself that he couldn’t put off the inevitable 
forever. He didn’t look forward to telling Shoichi—the boy would be 
crushed. He dialed his number, hearing the phone ring several times 
before he picked up. 

“Hey, Dad, what’s up?” 

Vasili stood there for a few moments, the phone against his ear. He 
knew what needed to be said but couldn’t bring himself to say it. 

“Dad? You need something? I have class in a few minutes, so if—” 

“Shoichi, I need you to come home. Now.” 

“What? You know I can’t just—” 

“Your mother is dead.” 

Silence. 

“No ... no... are you sure? She can’t be—” 

“She was murdered last night.” 

There was a pause. “This can’t be—” 

“Come home, Shoichi.” 

Vasili hung up the phone, letting it drop from his hand. It clattered 
to a stop in the pool of vodka, blood, and glass at his feet. 

The Tokyo megalopolis spread out before him, as vast and grand a 
construct as man had ever created. But he would tear it apart if he had 
to. He would find whoever was responsible for this if he had to raze 
the city and sift through the rubble by hand. Whoever was doing this 
to him would pay. 

One of the things Vasili had always loved about engines was how 
they could be rebuilt. They could be retrofitted and repurposed to suit 
the task at hand. And right now, Vasili didn’t need an engine. He 
needed a war machine. 


Chapter Twenty-Six 


The fog was some of the worst Satoshi had ever seen. It would roll in 
thick and heavy on the wind and then linger. It blanketed everything 
in its path, bringing traffic on the city streets to a standstill and 
leaving everyone walking on the sidewalks frozen in place. Or at least, 
almost everyone. Satoshi kept moving through the thick haze. He had 
to. He felt that if the fog swallowed him, he’d never break free again. 

Satoshi pushed on towards the apartment building and began 
climbing the stairs to Ozu’s place. His run-in with Nobuyuki had 
convinced him that Ozu knew something about Masa’s whereabouts. 
Ozu might even be harboring his old partner in crime himself. 

As soon as Satoshi arrived at Ozu’s apartment door, every internal 
alarm in his head was screaming at him, telling him something was 
wrong. The barking dog inside the apartment tipped him off first, and 
his suspicion was confirmed by the fact that the door had been forced 
open. A glance through the frosted glass window next to the door told 
him that a light was on inside the apartment. He removed his gun 
from its holster and flicked the safety off. Then he opened the door 
with one hand, putting inward pressure on it to prevent the hinges 
from squeaking. 

He could see through the dark kitchen to the next room, where a 
body lay crumpled on the floor. Ozu’s dog was there to greet him with 
a volley of barks and growls when he entered. The dog kept running 
back and forth between Satoshi and his master, who was now lying 
crumpled in the next room. Cautiously, he crept into the apartment, 
carefully checking his corners to make sure no one was waiting for 
him with a nasty surprise. He noted that the sliding glass door to the 
balcony had been left slightly ajar. He walked over to the body to 
inspect it. A train passing nearby rattled the windows in the 
apartment and gave him a jolt, but he willed himself to be calm. 

Satoshi circled Ozu’s battered corpse. He had a gash across his 
throat and was lying in a puddle of his own blood. The blood looked 
fresh. Then he saw a faint spurt of blood from the man’s neck wound 
and realized that Ozu was still alive. Satoshi briefly considered 
seeking help, but gave up on the idea. The man was too far gone. All 
that would accomplish would be to make his investigation more 
difficult. 


This meant that Masa was close. He knew it was Masa beyond a 
shadow of a doubt. Most professionals would have just killed the dog. 
Quieter that way, and therefore safer. But not Masa. He had always 
had a soft spot for animals. Plus, the open balcony door was one of 
Masa’s staple tricks. When he arrived at a job, he would open the 
balcony door just enough to make it look like someone might have 
gone out there. Then he would hide somewhere else. He had seen 
Masa do it on just about every job they had been on together that 
called for it. 

That left only two options: the bathroom door off of the kitchen 
and a closet in the main room. Since the bathroom was closer to the 
entrance, he went there first. The flimsy door burst open with a swift 
kick, raining splinters down into the empty bathroom. 

Satoshi moved to the closet. He unchambered the round, then 
rechambered it as loudly as he could. Then he raised the gun and 
aimed it roughly at stomach-level. 

“Alright, Masa, come out!” he said loudly before quickly and 
quietly moving to the other side of the door, just in case Masa decided 
to respond with a bullet. 

No response. 

“Masa?” 

He heard a scream from somewhere below. It sounded like it came 
from the balcony, so Satoshi ran that way. He looked down to see 
Masa hanging from the railing of the balcony of the second-story 
apartment below. Masa locked eyes with Satoshi just as another 
scream sounded from the apartment. Without taking his eyes off him, 
Masa released his grip and plunged down into the gathering fog 
below. It swallowed him whole. 

Satoshi sprinted out the door to the stairway, cursing his stupidity 
the entire way. Of course Masa knew he knew his balcony trick. So of 
course he would hide on the balcony. But how did he know it was 
Satoshi and not someone else? 

Satoshi sprinted down the hallway, doing his best to clear his mind 
so he could focus on the task at hand. As he flew down the stairs, he 
removed a Dextro-MXE capsule from his pocket. It would take too 
long for the effects to kick in if he swallowed it, so instead he pulled 
the two halves of the capsule apart and snorted the contents of one 
half. He threw the rest away and vaulted down to the next landing. 
The warm, heavy feeling in the pit of his stomach told him it was 
starting to work. The adrenaline and his pounding heart would just 
speed it up. 

When he made it to the street in front of the building, he could 
hardly see through the fog. But the wet slap of feet pounding on 
pavement told him which way to go. He briefly considered 


unholstering his gun but decided against it. If it came down to it, he 
still wasn’t sure he could pull the trigger. 

With his height advantage, Satoshi quickly gained ground on the 
shorter Masa. But soon the footfalls stopped and he heard something 
that sounded like sliding gravel. Just then, the fog shifted on the wind 
to reveal the scene before him. 

Masa was about fifty feet ahead, clambering up an embankment 
towards the train tracks. He jumped across the tracks, and for a 
second he was illuminated in the headlamps of an oncoming train. 
Satoshi could see his shadow silhouetted against the thick fog for just 
an instant. Then Masa jumped to safety and the train plunged into the 
roiling cloud of particulate hanging heavy in the air. 

Masa was on the train tracks. Of a main trunk line that included 
the Yamanote Line and several other heavily traveled lines. At rush 
hour. With almost zero visibility. 

Madness. 

At least, that’s what Satoshi thought as he scrambled up the 
embankment and onto the tracks after Masa. 

Most of the underground lines had been suspended due to 
flooding. Even those that were mostly aboveground ran on reduced 
schedules. 

Too bad the main lines on this track were all considered too 
important to suspend. In addition to the Yamanote, this stretch of 
track also included several other train lines that fed into the main 
stations along the route. Although most of the lines ran on reduced 
schedules, their operating times were concentrated around mornings 
and evenings for work commuters. Which meant that all the lines 
would be fully operational now. 

He heard gravel crunching to his left and gave chase in that 
direction. When the fog cleared slightly, he could see where he was 
going, but most of the time he was virtually blind. A gap appeared. He 
could see three pairs of tracks running parallel, as well as a 
complicated patchwork of sidetracks running between and connected 
them. There were utility poles in between the tracks that held up a 
complicated electrical grid above the tracks. He ran in between two 
parallel sets of tracks, which gave him the best chance of dodging in 
case a train managed to sneak up on him. 

Just then, he saw a faint light off to his right, followed 
immediately after by a train rushing through the fog. Looked like he 
wouldn’t be getting much warning when the trains were coming after 
all. It was funny, in a way. The fog that had led to so many deaths by 
cancer just might lead to his own death by train. He reminded himself 
to laugh about that later if he survived. 

He saw Masa disappear into the mist farther up on his left, and so 


he cut across the lines. He was careful not to trip on any of the tracks 
underfoot, but while he was watching out for these, he came close to 
running into a raised railing. Dodging that almost sent him through a 
hole in the ground that would have left him plunging into the street 
below the elevated train tracks. The fall wouldn’t have killed him, but 
the cars passing through the tunnel might have. 

Admonishing himself to be more careful, Satoshi sprinted after his 
quarry. His lungs were already burning from the exertion, and his 
respirator mask was starting to fog. But he dared not take it off. 
Breathing the fumes of the city and getting them in his eyes would be 
far worse. He had made that mistake before. 

The footfalls seemed to be coming from straight ahead, maybe 
thirty feet or so. He resolved to stay in a straight line as much as he 
could. At least, until the rumbling underfoot told him to 
abandon that plan. 

He turned around just in time to see a headlamp penetrating the 
gloom behind him, followed closely by the boxy front of the 
commuter train. In another second it would be upon him. His 
heightened senses kicked in then, virtually flinging him sideways 
before he could consciously react to the threat. The moment he 
jumped, he looked up to see Masa do the same, only he dove in the 
other direction. 

The train blared its horn angrily as it tore past them. Satoshi ran 
along beside it, hoping to bring himself even with Masa by the time 
the train moved ahead of them. 

The train passed, trailing vapors of fog behind it. 

But there was no Masa. 

He stopped to listen, but he couldn’t hear anything besides the 
retreating train and his own humid panting behind his respirator. He 
spun around, unsure of what to do and where to go. The fog concealed 
everything beyond about ten feet now, obscuring Masa’s movements. 

Suddenly feeling himself exposed, Satoshi ducked down and ran 
over towards the far edge. Beyond the last set of tracks was a 
guardrail, and beyond that was nothing but fog and a few lights from 
high above. He realized that they must be on an elevated overpass 
through the city. 

Not knowing what else to do, he kept to a crouch and ran back the 
way they had come. The wind tore through the haze long enough to 
reveal a shadow up ahead, which was briefly illuminated by the lights 
from an oncoming train. The train shot by on the farthest set of tracks 
away from Satoshi, obscuring Masa behind it. Satoshi was left 
guessing as to which way he had gone. But he ran towards the train to 
be ready for when it passed by. 

When it was gone, he ran to the opposite side to try to pick up the 


trail. Luckily he didn’t have to, because he could hear Masa cursing 
loudly farther down the tracks. Satoshi took out his gun as he slunk 
forward as quietly as he could over the gravel. There it was again, 
Masa’s voice emanating from out of the gloom. 

“Ow, fuck,” he heard Masa practically shout. 

Satoshi crept through the fog towards the sound of his voice. It 
was coming from the middle of an elevated section of track. It 
sounded like a road passed by below, given the honking and car 
noises, but he couldn’t see beyond the metal railing. 

“Satoshi! You’ve got to help me, man! I think I broke my leg!” 

The sound came from just a little farther up. He seemed to be 
behind a large lamppost jutting up from right by the railing. 

“Satoshi, give me a hand here!” 

He didn’t see Masa on the other side of the lamppost, so he walked 
on a little farther. But the sound seemed to be emanating from right 
by the post. Strange. 

Just then, the fog cleared enough for him to see where the sound 
was coming from. Where he expected to see Masa, instead he saw a 
small two-way radio resting on top of the metal railing. Masa’s voice 
was coming out of it, which meant Masa must now have him in the 
sights of his gun barrel. 

Realization came instantaneously to Satoshi, and he sprang into 
action before he was even consciously aware of doing so. He crouched 
down and began sprinting towards the railing. As he did, his altered 
senses picked up the two bullets that sparked as they ricocheted off 
the lamppost just beside him, mere inches from his head. Then his 
hand was on the metal railing as his body vaulted over it. While his 
hand was on it, he could feel another bullet rattle the railing with the 
force of its impact. Another one passed so close to him that he could 
sense it more than actually see it through the fog. 

And then he was over the railing, the force of the momentum 
carrying him into the gloom that lay beyond. 

It rushed up to meet him with terrifying speed. 
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ba ipl 
- Chinese Buddhist term for the lowest level of hell, 
from which there is no redemption 


The Distant Past 


Iosef Sokolov stared out the window of his office without really 
knowing why. It wasn’t like the view ever changed. Dark mountains 
off in the distance covered in white snow. Gray sky above. Dirty-wet 
snow blanketing Norilsk. People bundled up beyond recognition 
sloshing through the wet streets. The colors beyond the rain-spattered 
window never strayed far from gray in either direction. 

The weather always depressed him, but at least now there was 
more about the city that excited him. Because lately, seeing the 
glittering lights of Norilsk stretching off into the distance made his 
heart beat faster with anticipation. The population had ballooned to 
nearly a million people in the last two years. Moscow was in flames, 
and the fighting had spread as far west as Novosibirsk. Though the 
people in Novosibirsk seemed positively lucky compared to what the 
President’s forces had done to the people of Bratsk. 

But Norilsk was buried in the hinterlands of Siberia. It must have 
seemed to people in the capital and Russia’s other major cities like a 
haven from the fighting all around them. They came flocking to the 
city in droves. He had heard that the two-lane roads coming from the 
south and west through the Siberian wasteland were choked with 
vehicles night and day. Some were abandoned. Some contained the 
bodies of those that didn’t make it. 

He smiled ruefully. If nothing else, the refugees from the fighting 
had brought more opportunities to their once-tiny city. Norilsk was 
full to bursting. It had gone from rows of identical corporate-industrial 
housing to a boomtown in a few short years. It was what he imagined 
the American Wild West had been like in its day, only perhaps less 
law-abiding and more profitable. At least for men like Iosef. 

Because everywhere he looked, there were profits to be had. In the 
bars that had sprung up to cater to the new refugees, who would pay 
anything for enough vodka to forget the horrors they had escaped. In 
the temporary shantytowns that had been erected to house the 
overflow of displaced persons. In the runners who charged exorbitant 
prices to bring relatives to Norilsk from other cities, despite their poor 
success rates. In whorehouses, back alleys, the central market housed 
in an abandoned airplane hangar, the new tenement houses being 
built. 

Everywhere he looked, there were drugs to be pushed, permits and 


licenses to be forged, prices to be gouged, and money to be pocketed. 
There was no better time to be bratva. Soon they’d even be able to 
afford a nicer office. Maybe one with a view of something 
worth looking at. 

“We done here?” Iosef asked Sergei, his right-hand man. 

Sergei was still looking over the books. He took off his glasses and 
rubbed his eyes. “We can be. I need a fucking drink after trying to 
untangle this shit.” 

Iosef took out two glasses and a bottle of vodka from his desk 
drawer and poured them each a glass. “Any luck?” 

“T don’t know what half-assed accounting system the old man was 
using. But assuming this is correct, it seems to add up. The old man’s 
insolvent.” 

Iosef nodded. He suspected the old man was telling the truth. Not 
even the bravest, toughest gangster could sit there and keep lying with 
one hand broken, but the old man had kept insisting that he had no 
way to pay them back. Even as he spat blood and teeth out of his 
mouth with every frantic plea. 

“We'll have to figure something out with him. He owes too much 
money otherwise.” 

“Tll give it some more thought,” Sergei said, sipping his vodka. 

“Maybe we could—” Iosef began before being interrupted by a 
knock at the door. 

Without waiting for a response, Konstantin poked his massive head 
into the room. “Someone to see you, boss.” 

“Tm not taking visitors now,” Iosef said peevishly. 

“T know, boss, I know. Just ... maybe you could hear him out?” 
Konstantin asked as he ushered a young kid into the room. 

Iosef glared at Konstantin. His hired muscle was the only man he 
had ever met who could liquefy a man’s face with just his knuckles. 
Yet still he cried at the end of sad movies without fail. The big softy 
would even tear up after some encounters that turned violent. 
Frankly, Iosef didn’t even know why he kept Konstantin on anymore, 
or why Konstantin stayed in this line of work. But then, maybe it was 
because out here you were either a predator, or you were prey. 

Iosef eyed the young man. More of a boy, really. The skin around 
his face was badly bruised where he had obviously taken a beating. 
The blackened eye on the left side of his face was heavily lidded, 
while the right eye blazed with a fierce intensity. Black crumbles of 
dried blood still crusted his nose and upper lip. Without saying 
anything, Iosef motioned him into a chair across from him. 

“What can I do for you, boy?” 

“T need you to kill a man for me.” 

He spoke with more conviction and determination than lIosef 


would have imagined for someone so vulnerable-looking. 

“Well, as an upstanding businessman, I wouldn’t know where to 
even begin—” 

“T’m not stupid. I know what you do.” 

Iosef looked at Konstantin and scowled. 

“Who is this man?” 

“Vladislav Gorev.” 

“T don’t know him.” 

“He killed my mother.” 

“Why?” 

The boy faltered, seemingly unsure of himself. 

“Maybe the man had a reason.” 

“He was her ... manager.” 

“Her manager? What, was she a singer?” 

The boy steeled himself. “No, a prostitute. He was her pimp. He 
abused her, and finally he went too far. That’s why he must die.” 

lIosef leaned back, regarding the boy. Then he gave a dark chuckle. 

“What is this? You with the police or something? I swear, they get 
lazier every time.” 

“T’m not police. When I went to them, they did this to me,” the boy 
said, pointing to his bruised and battered face. 

“That is a sad story and all, but why should I have him killed? Why 
not just do it yourself?” 

The boy looked down. “I can’t touch him. He’s connected. He’s 
bratva.” 

“Who is he with?” 

“Shlomo Shimelivich.” 

Iosef whistled through his teeth. “That man carries some weight 
behind him. It would not be wise to go after such a man. For 
you or me.” 

The boy said nothing. Iosef sipped his vodka, hoping the boy 
would leave. Instead, after a pause, the boy began to speak again. His 
voice was even, emotionless. 

“T was the one who found her. She was face down on her bed. The 
bed was soaked in blood. He had slit her throat, left her to bleed out 
like a pig. I was at the shop when it happened, but the neighbor said 
he heard shouting, heard them arguing.” Now the boy’s good eye 
locked onto Iosef and wouldn’t let go. “The neighbor said the man was 
hounding her for another two thousand rubles. This man killed my 
mother, for what? Enough for a cheap pair of boots. Or a bottle of 
vodka. Is that all my mother’s life was worth?” 

The boy’s voice was iron, and his good eye burned with a fiery 
intensity. Suddenly Iosef didn’t think he was sitting across from a 
young boy, so much as a force of nature. He didn’t have to do this 


favor. In fact, it would be foolish of him to grant it. But something 
about the boy made him entertain the idea, a vague notion that 
refusing would bring its own consequences. 

“Very well, boy, you want revenge. I can understand that. But 
what are you willing to pay for it?” 

“Anything,” the boy answered immediately. 

“Since I take it you don’t have money, make me another offer.” 

“You chop your stolen cars at the auto shop at the 
corner here, yeah?” 

losef raised an eyebrow. 

“You must, because nobody else would risk operating this close to 
your base of operations. Most people are afraid of you.” 

“You are not?” 

“T’m angrier at Vladislav than I am afraid of you.” 

“Go on.” 

“T see the light on there until four, five in the morning. I can see it 
from my window. I figure you’re over capacity. I could help. I work at 
Bugakov’s auto shop, I could—” 

“T went to the old man. He turned me down.” 

“The old man’s dead drunk by ten most nights. I have the key 
to lock up.” 

“Who would do the work? You?” 

“T can do two, maybe three cars a night.” 

losef scoffed. “My other shop with two guys working all night can 
only manage two.” 

“T guess they don’t work like I do, then.” 

“Guess not.” Iosef regarded the boy for a moment, then looked to 
Sergei. Sergei just shrugged noncommittally, putting the ball back in 
his hands. losef sighed. “Alright. Pll give you a shot. You manage 
three cars a night from now until Friday, Pll consider it. Konstantin 
will be by the shop by eleven with your first round of cars.” 


When the boy opened the garage door to let Iosef and Konstantin in, 
his face was caked with grime and blood. He waved them inside and 
returned to the stand where the metal skeleton of a car hung in the 
dim light. It had been picked clean, as if by scavengers. Two more cars 
were parked nearby, pointing away from the work area. It was as if 
they were trying not to look at what was being done to the other one. 

“You’ve cut yourself,” Iosef said. 

The boy looked at his arms and somehow found the cut under the 
grime caked up to his elbow. He shrugged. “It’s only a little blood.” 


Iosef snorted. He turned to Konstantin. 

“Only a little blood, he says.” 

The boy just stared at him, making no reply. Iosef’s smile faded. 

“Well, I guess we’re here because you want blood.” 

“Only a little.” 

Iosef nodded. “My mechanic says you work like a man possessed. 
Three cars a night, by yourself. Outstanding.” 

The boy nodded. “So you will do this for me?” 

Iosef nodded. “A bargain was made. You have upheld your end of 
it, I will uphold mine. But I wanted to talk to you first, before 
it is done.” 

The boy said nothing, gave nothing away. Iosef cleared his throat 
and continued. 

“You are coming up to a bridge that you can’t uncross. Once this is 
done ... you will have your revenge. But you will have to live with it. 
Is this truly what you want?” 

“Not revenge. Justice.” 

“So you still want to go through with this?” 

“T don’t just want to go through with it. I want to pull the trigger 
myself.” 

lIosef shrugged. “Sure. That can be arranged. Of course, you must 
realize what this means, yes?” 

“I work for you now.” 

“Damn right. And don’t forget it.” 

The boy nodded, the same grim look of determination never 
leaving his face. 

Iosef held out his hand. “Well, then, we have a deal ... what is 
your name, son?” 

“Vasili. Vasili Loginovski.” 


“We are almost there.” 

Konstantin turned the car off the two-lane street and onto a dirt 
road that cut into the mountains. It was the first words either of them 
had spoken for miles. 

“Why so far?” Vasili said, looking out the passenger window. “We 
must have passed Kayerkan an hour ago.” 

“To get rid of the body, we will take it to the Akademgorodok 
there. You’ve heard of it?” 

“Heard rumors. I don’t know how much to believe.” 

The Akademgorodok, Russian for Academic Town, was one of a 
number of such scientific and academic facilities that had sprung up 


around Russia. Supposedly patterned after the original one outside of 
Novosibirsk, the one near them was the focal point of much gossip 
and rumor in Norilsk. Some said political prisoners were bussed into 
the facility but were never seen leaving. Others said that even some of 
the refugees from the fighting were being diverted there. Vasili had 
heard rumors of people found wandering in the woods with horrible 
scars, or chemical or radiation burns. But then, in troubled times, 
rumors traveled farther and faster than the truth. 

“Well, I wouldn’t believe all of them,” Konstantin said. “Just 
half of them.” 

Vasili didn’t laugh. 

“Anyway, we have a guy there who asked us to bring him bodies. 
Living, dead, makes no difference. He will dispose of him for us.” 

“Ts that safe?” 

“You ever tried digging a hole in frozen ground? It’s safer than 
leaving him out. Bodies last forever out in the frigid air.” 

“He won't talk?” 

“Tosef never told me what the man does with the bodies. Just that 
he’s got more reason to be discreet than we do. Here we are.” 

He stopped the car and the two got out. Vladislav was dragged 
from the trunk and thrown down to the cold, hard ground illuminated 
by the bright lights of the headlamps. His hands were tied behind him, 
and a hood covered his head. Konstantin handed Vasili a gun and 
nodded towards the prisoner squirming on the ground. His hand 
trembled slightly. 

Slowly, Vasili walked over and removed the hood. The man looked 
at him without a glimmer of recognition, just a wary look of fear. 

“You killed my mother,” Vasili said. “And now yow’re going to 
die for it.” 

“Tt’s possible,” the man said. “Who was your mother?” 

“Natasha Loginovski.” 

“Her? No, I didn’t kill her. I—” 

“Liar!” Vasili shouted. “I saw what you did to her! 
You butchered her!” 

“No, it wasn't like that. You don't know the real sto—” 

That was as far as he got before the bullet tore through his mouth 
and out the back of his head, spraying the frost-flecked ground behind 
him with blood and viscera. Vladislav stayed upright for another 
moment before keeling over backwards. Vasili walked over and fired 
several more bullets into his head from point-blank range, the recoil 
making the gun buck in his hands. 

“Alright, alright,” Konstantin said. “Bullets aren’t free, you know.” 

Vasili turned around to look at Konstantin. “Thank you.” 

“Tt’s nothing.” 


“Tt’s not nothing.” 

After leaving the body at the Akademgorodok, they drove home 
mostly in silence. When Norilsk came back into view, Konstantin 
turned his head towards Vasili and spoke. 

“So, now that it is done, did it bring you what you wanted?” 

Vasili didn’t answer right away. He honestly didn’t know the 
answer. Part of him must have really believed it would make the hurt 
go away. But the pain remained. 

Vasili didn’t want to seem ungrateful. So after a long pause, he 
nodded and said, “Yes.” 

“Good,” Konstantin said, eyes still on the dark road ahead. “It 
never has for me.” 


Chapter One 


For one brief, weightless, terrifying moment in time, Satoshi was 
suspended in midair. 

Then the immutable force of gravity began pulling him down 
through the fog to whatever lay below with sickening speed. It was so 
thick he couldn’t see a thing. He wouldn’t have even known he was 
falling if it weren’t for the stomach-churning sense of acceleration. 

Satoshi heard his body collide with the car before he felt it. There 
was a crumpling sound from the metal roof as his body slammed into 
it. This was followed immediately by the sound of the safety glass 
windshield popping and cracking. It was only as the driver started 
slamming on the horn that feeling caught up to him and he first felt 
the bone-jarring impact. 

Because he had vaulted head-first over the railing, his body had 
kept rotating in the air and come down hard on his left shoulder. 
Lucky for him, the fog had brought the traffic below to a virtual 
standstill. If it had been moving normally, he probably would have 
been struck, maybe dragged under a wheel. As it was, he just slid off 
the hood of the vehicle and slinked away into the fog, leaving a very 
confused driver yelling after him. 

It took him a while to get his bearings. Not only because of the 
particularly heavy fog shrouding the city, but because of the haze 
clouding his brain following the impact. Pain radiated throughout his 
body from his damaged shoulder in waves, making it hard to 
concentrate. It took him a good deal of limping around to get oriented 
and retrace his steps back to Ozu’s apartment. 

He wasn’t entirely sure what he hoped to find there, or if it was 
even a wise decision to go back. But this was the closest he had come 
to catching Masa, and therefore his best hope of finding some clue as 
to his whereabouts. 

Why did Masa want Ozu dead? Ozu had recently been in police 
custody, so was it revenge for what Ozu might have told them? Or 
what Masa feared he had told them? Kameko had told him that Masa 
was already a person of interest, though. The police had even put out 
an APB on him because of the DNA evidence linking him to Tetsuo’s 
murder. 

Or did Ozu have to die because of what he might tell Satoshi? This 


was an unsettling thought, but not wholly out of keeping with Masa’s 
character. If that was the case, Masa’s instincts had been dead-on. 
Satoshi had only been minutes behind. 

Satoshi closed his eyes, a sense of dread throbbing in time to the 
pain that shot through him with every footstep. He wanted nothing 
more than to let the past and the ghosts haunting it remain dead and 
buried. Now he wondered just how many graves he’d have to dig up 
to find Masa. 

With his eyes shut tight, it felt as if he was peering into the past. 
But there was a giant shadow leaving everything in icy darkness, one 
that cast by a figure who loomed large over their shared past. Satoshi 
shook his head, trying to clear away the dread, but it clung to him like 
smoke. 

When he arrived back at Ozu’s apartment, he saw that a police 
cordon had been set up outside, with a few beat cops milling around 
taking statements. Damn, the neighbors must have called them after 
Masa had thrown himself off their balcony. There was no way he 
could get in there now. If they hadn’t found Ozu’s body already, they 
would soon enough. 

As he was about to leave, he happened to glance around and lock 
eyes with a man just exiting a car. He couldn’t place him at first, but 
after a moment he remembered seeing him outside of Kozu’s office the 
other day. The man seemed to recognize him as well and began 
walking his way. Before he could get far, Satoshi stepped back into the 
fog at his back. When he was sure he was obscured, he turned and ran 
as fast as his throbbing shoulder would allow. 


Satoshi needed to go home, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. He 
kept walking through the streets, until he was sure the cops weren’t 
following him. Then he kept walking. For the longest time he had no 
idea where he was, but eventually he recognized the area as one he 
used to frequent with Masa. Of course. He ducked into a bar they used 
to end up at from time to time. 

Satoshi glanced around to find the place was just as he half- 
remembered it from all those drunken late nights and early mornings. 
It was a small room with a black-and-white checkered marble floor. 
There was just enough space for a counter bar and half a dozen stools 
lined up at it. The walls were covered in mirrors, and a deep reddish 
glow suffused the room, giving the bar an otherworldly feel. 

He ordered a whiskey highball from the bartender, then lowered 
his head down onto the polished wooden bar. Soon he heard the 


bartender set down his drink next to him and tap him on the shoulder. 
He’d get to it in a minute. 

He must have passed out at the bar, because when he next raised 
his head, he saw that the previous patrons were long gone. It looked 
like someone had also finished his drink, because the highball was 
gone. It had been replaced by what looked like a straight scotch. 
Someone had gotten started on this one too, he thought as he swirled the 
remnants of the amber liquor around in the glass before downing it 
in one go. 

Satoshi turned his head and raised his glass to signal for another, 
only to see Masa sitting beside him. His quarry was grinning his evil 
grin as he perched on the stool next to Satoshi’s own. Still groggy, 
Satoshi raised his head and looked around. They were alone in the 
small room, save for the bartender washing out glasses at the other 
end of the bar. 

“Buy me a drink?” Masa asked. 

Satoshi blinked and looked up at him from his spot at the bar with 
one eye. There was no way Masa was really here, he must 
be dreaming this. 

“What are you, a ghost?” The words dripped off his tongue like 
syrup. 

“IT don’t know, I’d say you’re the one haunting me,” Masa said 
through a devilish grin. It looked like his teeth had been filed down to 
points. “Of course, how do you know I’m even here?” 

Satoshi picked himself up off the bar and sat upright. “You’re not.” 

“Ho-ho! Of course not, of course I’m not here.” As he said this, he 
felt his own body all over. “Nope! Nothing here! I gotta say, man, I 
think you’ve been hitting the Dextro-MXE too hard lately. You know 
that shit fucks with your head, right?” 

Satoshi shrugged. “I’ve been okay so far. I don’t see any reason to 
worry.” 

“Yeah, that’s what Tochi used to say too. He loved that shit. 
Wouldn’t let anyone tell him that it was warping him. Right up until 
the time he blew his brains out the back of his head. 
You remember that?” 

“T remember. He kept saying there were spiders crawling around 
behind his eyes.” 

“Yes!” Masa slapped the bar like he had just heard the world’s best 
joke. “He did say that, didn’t he?” 

“Well, if you want to turn yourself in, that would help me get off 
the shit faster. I’m only dosing so much because of you.” 

“So you can bring me in, you mean? Man, I’d hate to think that 
hunting me down is keeping you up at night or anything.” 

“Just doing the job I’ve been given.” 


“Look at you, the good soldier. Always does what he’s told! How 
commendable.” 

Satoshi eyed him without responding. 

“Tell me, do you always do what you’re told? You’re not the type 
to question orders, are you?” 

Even Masa’s ghost was fucking with him. Against his better 
judgment, Satoshi took the bait. “That’s right. You do the job you’ve 
been given. But you know the drill, you’re a soldier too.” 

“Of course!” Masa said with a laugh. “You’re not the type to 
question orders.” He stopped smiling and adopted an exaggeratedly 
thoughtful look. “Oh, but what about the time Osammy told you to 
play ball and you wouldn’t do it? How about that?” 

“That’s different,” Satoshi said. “What he was asking was 
monstrous.” 

“Why? Because you didn’t want to do it? Your loyalty is totally 
incorruptible ... when you want it to be.” 

“No, what Osammy was asking was beyond the pale.” 

“T was there. The point is, you chose not to do it, defied his orders. 
But then Vasili asks you to bring in your best friend and you just click 
your heels and salute. But Osammy’s job is ‘beyond the pale.’ For a 
good soldier, you sure seem to be picky about what jobs you take and 
what orders you follow.” 

“T seem to remember you were only too happy to do Vasili’s dirty 
work. Hell, he even had you kill your—” 

Masa slammed his hand down on the bar, making Satoshi’s glass 
rattle. “I know what he had me do! And if you had stepped up like I 
asked you to, I wouldn’t have had to do it!” 

“And as much as you didn’t want to, you did it. Because you’re a 
soldier. Same as me.” 

Masa’s chest heaved and his lip quivered. For a moment, Satoshi 
thought he was going to cry. He looked down at the bar. The gloomy 
red interior seemed to have darkened into a crimson so deep it was 
almost black. 

“T didn’t want this,” Satoshi said. “And I don’t know what you did 
to bring this on yourself. But ...” 

“But?” 

“But you can’t say you don’t deserve it.” 

Now Masa seemed taken aback. The apparition of Masa before 
Satoshi began to stutter in anger. 

“How can ... I mean, you of all ... to even say that is ...” 

“T know what you are. Hell, you know what you are. Even if you 
didn’t do what Vasili thinks you did, you deserve this.” 

Masa sputtered and raged, the way Satoshi had seen him do a 
hundred times before. Masa had never turned that violent temper of 


his on Satoshi, but the way he looked now, Satoshi half-expected 
Masa’s specter to take a swing at him. But the vision before him 
regained control, and the firestorm of fury in his eyes burned down to 
a look of ashen contempt. 

“Well, it’s a shame, then, isn’t it?” Masa growled. “That people so 
rarely get what they deserve.” 

Satoshi had to give him that. He nodded. “I suppose it is.” 

Masa smiled his shark’s grin again. “Not to worry, though. I’ve got 
a feeling that you and I are going to get exactly what’s coming to us.” 

With that, he clapped Satoshi on the back in a friendly gesture, 
then leaned on him to push himself up off his barstool. Without 
another word, he walked out the door, leaving the red velvet curtains 
hanging in the doorway swaying in his wake. Even as he watched him 
go, Satoshi felt the full weight of Masa still pushing down on him. His 
weary head sank back down to the bar and his overheated brain shut 
itself off, red fading to black all around him. As he lost consciousness, 
he thought it was strange that it had actually felt as if Masa had been 
leaning on him. 

Later on, a few seconds or several days, he couldn’t tell which, he 
was roughly shaken from above. He cracked an eye open to see the 
bartender leaning over and jostling him awake. 

“Come on. Get up. Get out,” the bartender said. “You’ve had 
enough.” 

“But I’m not even drunk,” Satoshi mumbled as he rubbed his face. 

“T never said you were,” the bartender said. 

Satoshi stood up and started shuffling towards the door. He rubbed 
his face harder, as if that would dispel the humming in his brain. 
Ghost-Masa was right, he needed to lay off the Dextro-MXE. It was 
doing things to his brain that he didn’t fully understand, or like. 

As he was fumbling with the red curtains at the entryway, the 
barman called after him. 

“You should have left with your friend! You’d be home by now!” 


When Satoshi finally limped home to his apartment, he wanted 
nothing more than to fall asleep. To just forget about this hunt, and 
the toll it was taking on him. Unfortunately, when he got back, Hisoka 
was waiting for him on the couch. Her red eyes rimmed in tears and 
the tissues balled in her hands told him the story before she even said 
a thing. Oh right, he thought. It wasn’t just taking a toll on him. 

“Work,” Satoshi said, without being prompted. 

“This late?” 


“T found him, but he got away.” 

“Why are you walking funny?” 

“T ... took a tumble. It’s not bad.” 

“Here, let me see it,” Hisoka said getting up off the couch. 

He shrugged out of his overcoat, then removed his jeans. Hisoka 
looked at him. 

“T can’t tell if you’re bruised or not because of your tattoos. 
Does this hurt?” 

He winced when she touched his leg. “It’s not bad.” 

“What about here?” she said, moving up his side. 

“Yeah, that hurts,” he said, still wincing. 

“Be more careful. And call next time call if you’re going to be out 
half the night!” Hisoka said. “I don’t like worrying about whether 
yow’re safe or not because you couldn’t take a minute to call me!” 

Satoshi apologized. He turned and started heading for the 
bedroom, when he noticed something in the corner. 

“What’s that?” 

He walked over towards a bedrest pillow. It looked large and 
heavy enough to support someone in a sitting position when they 
leaned back against it. On top it had a black wig in a hairstyle not 
unlike his own, with googly eyes and a fake mouth pinned to the front 
to give it a human appearance. Stuck to the front of the fabric was a 
name tag that said “Satoshi.” 

“Oh, that. Some of the other couples at our—at my—prenatal class 
made that for me. You’ve missed so many of them now that they don’t 
think you exist. So they gave me that as a joke.” 

“Well, he kind of looks like me,” Satoshi said. “But am I 
really that fat?” 

“They were all laughing when they gave it to me. I had to fake- 
laugh along with them, but the whole time I just wanted to run from 
the room and start bawling.” 

Satoshi came close and put his arms around her. 

“Tm sorry I haven’t been there for you much lately, but ’m—” 

“Yeah, yeah, you’re busy, I know. I don’t know what I expected, 
really. I guess I should just get used to the fact that it’s going to 
be like this.” 

“Come on, you know that’s not fair. These are ... unusual 
circumstances. This job will be over soon. Then I'll be there for you 
more. I promise.” 

“Sure, sure,” Hisoka said, sniffling. “But promises only mean a 
damn if you actually keep them.” 

Satoshi nodded. He had nothing to say to that. 


Chapter Two 


“Why?” was all Mei said. 

She was seated in the interrogation room next to Kentaro. Across 
from them sat a man who had casually introduced himself as Shigeo 
and confessed to being the murderer they were after. 

“Why what?” Shigeo asked innocently. 

“Why did you kill them?” 

“T did it because they wanted me to.” 

“They asked you to kill them?” 

“No, but all people secretly yearn for death. For release. And I give 
it to them. Death works through me, as a disciple of Izanami. We are 
all invited by Izanami, the Mother of Death.” 

“You said ‘invited.’”” Kentaro said. “Are you with the Invited?” 

“We are all invited, for IZanami—” 

“Yeah, but are you with the group commonly called the Invited?” 

“We are all invited—” 

“Let’s try a different line of questioning,” Kentaro said. “Did you 
act alone, or were you aided by others?” 

“All that I do, I do at the behest of Jin.” 

“And who is Jin?” 

“Jin.” 

Shigeo began tracing out the character in the air. Kentaro tore a 
sheet out of his notepad and tossed it to him with a pen. Shigeo took it 
and drew a character without taking his eyes off the two detectives, 
then pushed the paper back to them. It read: 


+H 


“What is this?” Mei asked. “Is this his name, or are you telling us 
he’s a god?” 

“No, there is no other god but Death. Jin is just her messenger. She 
invites, and he extends the invitation.” 

“So Jin is his name?” 

“Yes. Jin is Jin. Part man, part djinn. Jin.” 

Kentaro got up from the table and walked to the door. He leaned 
out and whispered to one of the cops waiting outside on standby. The 


man nodded and ran down the hallway. 

“And this Jin, he told you to kill these people?” 

“Tt was never spoken. It was understood.” 

“So he didn’t give the order, but he hinted that it should be done?” 
Kentaro asked. 

“He merely extends the invitation. I deliver it. Though not all who 
receive the invitation accept it.” 

“So, wait, you’ve tried to kill others who got away?” 

“No, they’re still with us. Just because they haven’t been accepted 
yet doesn’t mean they won’t be soon.” 

Just then, the man Kentaro had spoken to returned and placed a 
thin folder in front of them. Kentaro looked up at him and mouthed, 
“Ts this it?” The man just shrugged apologetically and backed out of 
the room. Kentaro flipped through it for a bit, but apparently he didn’t 
find anything of use there. He soon tossed it aside. 

“Okay, let’s get back on track here,” Mei said, rubbing her eyes. 
Frustration was starting to creep into her voice. “Let’s talk about the 
victims, starting with Hiroshi Sato. What was your 
connection with him?” 

“T killed him.” 

“Yes, but how? Why mutilate him? Why dump him at that 
construction site in the governor’s lap?” 

“To show that all men and women die. That it is natural, nothing 
to fear. She comes for us all.” 

“Alright, fine. How did you do it? How did you get his body onto a 
well-guarded construction site?” 

“With Death, all things are possible. It is for me to will it, and it is 
so. As the Mother of Death works through me, in this and all things. I 
am her instrument, her dagger, to wield as she—” 

“Okay, let’s move on. How did you kill Suga?” 

“Which one was that?” 

“He was a detective here tasked with finding you. You killed him. 
But you did it by cutting him open while he was still alive. Unlike the 
others, which you strangled first.” 

“Doesn’t ring a bell.” 

“You don’t remember—” 

“Death does not concern herself with names, and faces. Death is 
only here to show us the way.” 

“The way to what?” 

“The way of life.” 

Two hours later, Mei and Kentaro emerged from the interrogation 
room more confused than before. They stood in the anteroom, 
watching him through the glass. Shigeo appeared totally unconcerned 
with the proceedings, casually inspecting something on his hand. 


“What do you think?” Kentaro said. 

“T think he’s a profoundly disturbed individual. But I don’t think 
he’s our killer. What do you think?” 

“Profoundly disturbed, yes. And also profoundly stupid, I suspect. 
Still, that blood he was covered in is hard to ignore ...” 

“Oh, that,” Mei said, watching Shigeo through the glass. “Guy 
came in when you were getting coffee. Said they found a dog that had 
been butchered behind the station.” 

“And they’re sure this guy did it?” 

“Apparently there were traces of fur on that knife they 
took off him.” 

“So the worst thing we can pin on him is animal cruelty.” 

“Looks that way. What did the research you got say?” 

“Not much. No mention of a Jin, or djinn, or whatever. The Invited 
has no known offices or anything—not a big surprise—unofficially 
their address is listed as underneath the abandoned Tokyo Station.” 

“You’ve got to be shitting me.” 

“Well, you can’t beat the location,” Kentaro said. “Plus, there have 
got to be miles of abandoned track and train lines for people 
to disappear down.” 

“Has anyone investigated them recently?” 

“Not for some time. Lots of people disappear from around that 
area. Though whether it’s involuntary or not is anyone’s guess. Police 
don’t like to venture too far down into the tunnels.” 

“So there’s a major death cult operating out of the heart of Tokyo, 
and we don’t have the faintest idea what they’re about?” Mei was 
incredulous. “How the fuck does something like this happen?” 

“Well, lots of people feel cut adrift in the fog. They’re afraid of all 
the dangers they sense out there that are just out of sight. Cancer, 
psychosis—Rot, if you  will—violent crime, unexplained 
disappearances. Cult leaders feed on this, give people who are 
frightened and confused some direction. They—” 

“No, I understand that part. ’m asking how do we not have figures 
on these guys? Some idea of what their numbers are, or what 
they’re up to?” 

Kentaro shrugged. “Lack of manpower. And womanpower, sorry. 
And the people we do have don’t want to go trekking through the 
muck and shit underground.” 

“Well, it’s time someone did. I say we—” 

She was interrupted when a beat cop burst through the door. 

“Detective Kimura! There’s been another murder!” 

“When?” Mei asked, her head whipping around. 

“We just got the call now. First responder who called it in said it’s 
a fresh kill. Tonight sometime, maybe early evening at the earliest.” 


Mei looked at Kentaro. “So much for Shigeo.” 
“So much for sleeping tonight.” 
“Yeah, well, at least you weren’t just murdered.” 


Chapter Three 


Masa was breathing heavily by the time he reached the top of the 
temple stairs and hopped the security chain. The air hung heavy with 
humidity, as if the sky might crack open and begin pouring at any 
moment. He glanced at the shrine area, with its stone markers, 
archways, and statues erupting out of the ground. He saw Sachiko 
sitting off to the side on the metal railway running around the 
perimeter of the shrine. It made her look like she was suspended over 
the city sprawled beyond. 

“Thanks for meeting me,” Masa said as he approached. 

“Not like ’ve got anything else to do.” She didn’t take her eyes off 
the bright city lights embedded in the murky haze off in the distance. 

“Still, nice to have someone to talk to.” 

“Sure. You and Satoshi still having your little lover’s quarrel?” 

“Guess you could say that,” Masa said. He then caught her up on 
the latest developments. 

“Huh. So I’ve gotta ask: why kill Ozu? You said yourself you don’t 
think he gave you up.” 

“Why kill him? That’s not the way I look at it. More like: why 
make him go on living?” 

Sachiko paused, seemingly taken aback. “I guess I should have 
expected something like that from you.” 

“No, not like he deserved to die or anything. It’s just ...” He trailed 
off, lost in thought. “It’s like ... here was this guy who used to have it 
all. He was successful, he—” 

“What did he do? Walked the Path, right?” 

“Yeah, mostly muscle, but he and I used to run this extortion 
game. Lot of money to be had from that. The guy had money, respect, 
girls, everything. Then he goes to prison, gets scared, and decides he’s 
gonna walk the straight and narrow. By the time I caught up with him 
all these years later, the man’s a shell of his former self. Just a 
hollowed-out husk living for his next fix.” 

“Yeah, I know how you feel about that.” 

“Tt’s not just that.” 

“So you ended him?” 

“Act of mercy, if you ask me. He didn’t have anything real worth 
living for. Why make him go through the motions?” 


“You ever thought about letting him make that decision?” 

Masa considered this briefly, then shook his head. “Nah. Between 
him and me, I was always the brains. Besides, I’m sure he would have 
wanted it this way. His old self would have, anyway.” 

“You certainly have an interesting notion of philanthropy. What 
did you want to talk to me about?” 

“Well, it’s just that this forced march down memory lane is really 
throwing into relief for me how far apart Satoshi and I have fallen.” 

“He is hunting you, you know.” 

Masa waved that away. “Suddenly I’m looking up people I haven’t 
thought of in years. It’s starting to make me nostalgic for the good 
times.” 

“And when were those?” 

“Back in the day, when Satoshi and I were on the same side.” He 
smiled to himself as he thought back. “There were days when he and I 
were together from early in the morning, making our collections, until 
we'd nearly pass out at the bar drinking and talking about the 
legends.” 

“The legends?” 

“Yeah, you know, legends who walked the Path. Like 
Masayoshi Kaibara, or—” 

Sachiko just shrugged. “Never heard of him.” 

“What? You’ve never heard of Killer Kaibara?” 

“Nope.” 

“Killer Kaibara was a killer with an ethical code that was straight 
up samurai. He killed rapists, two yakuza who lost their way and 
assaulted an old couple, a guy who killed his wife, and on and on. But 
see, he only killed for honor, and he insisted on doing the killing 
himself. To him it was a duty, but a necessary one to uphold a code of 
honor.” 

“And you knew the guy?” 

“No, not personally. But he’s a_ legend. Everyone 
knows about him.” 

“Must be a gokudo thing.” 

“Well, what about Kikugawa? I ever tell you about him?” 

“Another legend, I take it?” 

“You could call him that. But one that Satoshi and I put an end to. 
It’s quite a story if you want to hear it.” 

“You’re going to tell me anyway, so go ahead.” 

Masa just grinned and nodded. 

“It was one of the only times I’d met the shacho. Believe it when 
people say she’s a force to be reckoned with. Satoshi and I happened 
to be meeting with Vasili when she stormed into his office 
unannounced. She was fuming about this developer down along the 


Zushi coast who was trying to cut her out of a deal or something. Said 
she wanted him dead and needed the contract recovered and 
destroyed. Vasili immediately put us on it, and the next day we drove 
down to Zushi. Turns out it was Kikugawa, this old-school gangster 
trying to go straight. Almost made it. Too bad he pissed of Eriko on 
the way out. 

“Anyway, we get there around nightfall, find a nice, quiet spot in 
the hills, and begin digging a hole. Very professional-like. Then we go 
to his house down the coast. We wait there until he and his mistress 
show up. He’s scared shitless, because he knows what two yakuza 
soldiers in his home means, but the mistress is mouthing off. It got so 
bad that finally, just to shut her up, I put a bullet through her head.” 

Sachiko looked queasy. “You and your temper.” 

“Well, we weren’t just going to let a witness get away. It was going 
to happen sooner or later. Plus, painting someone with brains is a 
great motivational technique, really got him to cooperate.” 

“He wasn’t before? You said he was terrified.” 

“Yeah, but he kept trying to buy his way out, kept offering us more 
and more money. Fucking businessmen, they think everything’s for 
sale. Anyway, he straightened out. Only problem was, he didn’t have 
the contract with him. It was with his business partner, who was at a 
nearby bar. Satoshi said he’d go get it, but I was tired of listening to 
the guy talk, so I said I’d go. He didn’t like it, but finally he let me go. 

“So I get to the bar where the partner’s at, and it’s a pretty swank 
little affair. Which, for Zushi, means it’s mostly deserted, since 
everyone else is drinking at the cheap beachfront bars. It’s just him, 
two women, and the bartender. A big burly dude. I tried to get the 
guy to come with me, but right away the women and bartender start 
giving me static. I shot the bartender in the knee and had to pistol- 
whip one of the ladies just to get them to shut up.” 

Masa noticed Sachiko flinching when he got to the violent bits, and 
remembered that she didn’t care for violence. He always seemed to 
forget. 

“Anyway, long story short, I finally get him to take me to his place 
and give up the documents. So I kill him and throw him in the trunk 
of the car. Trouble is, it’s already packed with the bartender and two 
other women. So by the time I get back to Satoshi and the developer, 
the car is totally full! We had to drive him out to the hole we dug 
seated in the front seat with his mistress propped up in the backseat. 
Man, we were hoping like hell no cops saw us with all those bodies. 
Not to mention all the extra digging we had to do...” 

Masa looked wistful. “We finished burying them right as the sun 
was coming up. Remember, this was before they started building that 
fucking Barrier. Back when you could still see the sun from the Kanto 


region. We got breakfast at this place nearby, and—” 

“Wasn’t he pissed?” 

“Who? Satoshi?” 

“Yeah. I thought you said he didn’t like violence.” 

“Well, a little. He said I went overboard with the people at the bar. 
But he wasn’t there, didn’t see how it went down. Anyway, he seemed 
to get over it. I mean, I did do all the heavy lifting in terms of killing 
in the end. He just had to do some extra digging.” 

“Now he’s trying to bury you.” 

Masa looked away. “Seems that way. Did I tell you he almost got 
me the other day? I set up a camera facing the entryway to Ozu’s 
building. If I hadn’t, he might have caught me. But I almost got him, 
in the end.” 

“What, like killed him?” 

“Well ... I was aiming to wound. Figured laying him up for a while 
might make him reconsider. But talking to you now, I wonder if I 
shouldn’t just end it.” 

“Why not just go to his apartment and be done with it? You know 
where he lives, right?” 

“It may come to that, if this keeps up. But lately, I’ve been ...” 

“What? In another one of your episodes?” 

“Yeah. A bad one, too. Now I’ve got some work to take care of 
that’s overdue, so it’ll have to wait.” 

Sachiko smirked. “Work? What, big presentation at the office?” 

“No, couple of jobs for an old friend. We’re looking to ... go into 
business, you could say. Plus, the Festival of Knives is coming up soon. 
Training’s kept me busy, when I’ve been able to keep up with it.” 

“Tm just surprised, is all. You’ve always had a temper and have 
never been shy about acting on it. Now you have someone actively 
coming after you, and you won't hit back.” 

Masa just looked away. He was growing irritated with this line of 
questioning, but trying not to show it. 

“It’s different with Satoshi.” 

“Why?” 

“Look, I haven't forgiven him for what he did to you, to us. 
Probably never will. But you’ve got to remember, that for a long time 
he was the only one who kept me sane, kept me alive. He was the only 
one who ever gave a shit about me. And that means something to me. 
Even if it doesn’t mean anything to him anymore.” 


Chapter Four 


“Where is he?” Mei demanded. 

She strode over to where Kameko stood with her arms crossed over 
her chest, her respirator off to one side. They had agreed to meet in 
Yoyogi Park, by the bridge spanning the pond. The water was a grim 
mirror of the sky, gray and lifeless. Even the water spurting up from 
the fountain looked ashen. 

“We let him go,” Kameko replied. 

“Bullshit! What did you do to him?” 

“Bought him dinner. Asked him a few questions. Quite a talker, 
that one. But he gave us some—” 

“Why’d you take him? Huh? Afraid of what I might find out if I 
talked to him? Afraid of what he saw?” 

“No, we were afraid of what you’d do to him.” Kameko spat the 
accusation with malevolence. 

It was the first time Mei had seen her sardonic veneer slip. The 
effect was disconcerting. 

“What are you talking—” 

“Don’t play dumb with me. We know what you did to Ozu, the 
beating you gave him. Frankly, Kimura, I thought better of you. Beat a 
man hard enough and he’ll tell you anything you want to hear. But 
that doesn’t make it true. Trust me on that.” 

Mei felt chastised, but tried not to let it show. “My men got ahead 
of me on that one. I should have stopped it sooner than I did.” 

“T thought you were in charge there.” 

“T am. Don’t try to change the subject. If he’s unharmed, let me 
talk to him.” 

“Be my guest. You might find him back at Tsukishima. But then, 
you might not. I advised him to make himself scarce for a while.” 

Mei angrily shook her head. 

“You know, on account of what you did to Ozu.” 

“Alright,” Mei said slowly. “Then what did he tell you?” 

“He said that he heard people moving around in the factory below 
him, so he crawled over to see what was up. There were three men 
working on a body.” 

“What do you mean ‘working on’?” 

“Said they were cutting it up. Had tarps down 


too, professional-like.” 

“So mutilating it. Removing its organs, like the others.” 

“Seems that way, yes.” 

“Would explain the lack of evidence at the crime scenes.” 

“Yeah. They’re being careful. Anyway, another guy came across 
them like that. Seemed to recognize them. They started arguing about 
something, and a fight broke out between the newcomer and one of 
the men. The newcomer was wounded. But it ended when he opened 
up the other guy. The other two—” 

“What do you mean, ‘opened up’?” 

“Opened him up. Slit him open from top to bottom. The guy bled 
out almost instantly, and the interloper got away.” 

“What happened next?” 

“He said the other two rolled up their friend and left. And 
that was it.” 

“That would explain the three distinct blood types.” 

“And Masa’s DNA at the crime. If it was him.” 

“What do you think?” Mei asked. Not really to hear her answer, 
but more to see if she would answer honestly. 

“Yeah, could be. Slicing a guy open like that isn’t exactly beneath 
him. That would also explain the trail of blood leading away from the 
scene. A traumatic chest wound like that could also produce the 
splatter pattern seen behind the body.” 

Mei was impressed at her candor. “You don’t think Masa was the 
guy who was killed. Why not?” 

“We should only be so lucky,” Kameko said. “But no. He was seen 
recently.” 

“By who? I’d like to talk to them.” 

“An anonymous source. And they don’t want to talk to you. But if 
this Ebina guy is correct, that means you have another dead body out 
there somewhere. Anything come in about a guy who had been 
eviscerated?” 

“Tll ask around at the Homicide Department. But assuming these 
guys are professionals ...” 

“The body wouldn’t have been found.” 

“Well, let me ask you, as a professional. Where do you hide your 
bodies?” 

“T have no idea what you’re talking about, I’m just Mr. Loginovski’s 
business associate,” Kameko said with feigned innocence. “Nice try, 
though.” 

“Worth a shot.” Mei paced around a bit. “A team would explain the 
quick turnaround.” 

Kameko looked at her quizzically. 

“These have been taking place roughly every five days. That’s 


unusually fast for murders with this level of ... complexity. A team 
would help explain how they’re doing it.” 

“T see.” 

“Of course, getting back to Ebina’s testimony—how do I know 
anything you just told me is the truth? How do I know you're not just 
trying to cover your own asses?” 

“This suspicion is getting old.” 

“Questioning everything is what makes a good detective. And right 
now I still don’t know if I can trust you. I don’t know your angle in all 
this, and that makes me wonder.” 

“Our angle is stopping this serial killer. Or serial killers, I should 
say. And Mr. Loginovski takes this latest murder rather personally.” 

“His ex-girlfriend.” 

“The mother of his child. He’s a controlled man, rarely gets upset. 
But this ...” She trailed off, shaking her head. “You’ve seen the body, 
I take it?” 

“Yes.” 

“What was removed this time?” 

“Liver, gallbladder, lungs, heart. Why?” 

“T want to see her.” 

“Out of the question. Even if I wanted to help you, there’s no way 
they’d let me bring someone off the street into the morgue.” 

“Well, find a way. After hours, bribe the guard, I don’t care how, 
just get me in there. I want to examine the body myself.” 

“T can’t just let someone with no medical training—” 

“Tm a licensed cardiothoracic surgeon. Finished med school and 
everything.” 

Mei’s eyes widened. “What the hell ...” 

“Cardiothoracic means I specialize in the organs in the 
chest cavity. See—” 

“T know what it means. I mean why are you doing this if you’re a 
licensed surgeon?” 

Kameko smirked. “The pay is better. Plus—and keep your opinions 
to yourself here—I really enjoy my work. So I need you to do this for 
me, so I can help you.” 

“Again, how do I know—” 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Let me see her after the ME has taken a look. 
I’m not trying to tamper with evidence here.” 

“You steal my witness, now you want a favor?” 

“Yeah. You can still be transferred to Fukushima at any time. Just 
one phone call.” 

Mei gritted her teeth. “I’ll see what I can do.” 

“Anything else?” 

“No, let’s go.” 


They began walking back to the park entrance. 

“Something is with you today,” Mei said as they walked. “You’re 
not your usual smartass self.” 

“T’ve got a lot on my mind.” 

“Just strange is all. Usually people are happy when an ex is out of 
the picture.” 

“Why would I give a shit about his ex? It’s not like ...” Kameko 
trailed off when she saw the smile on Mei’s face. 

“Oh, clever. How did you know?” 

“Just a hunch.” 

Kameko nodded. She didn’t look happy. “Maybe you’re not as 
dumb as I thought, Kimura.” 


Chapter Five 


Jun looked up from the kitchen table when Vasili and Kameko arrived 
home late at night. He was sitting in the kitchen of Vasili’s house in a 
residential street of Azabu Juban. 

“He arrived a little while ago. I let him in. I assumed that’s what 
you wanted.” 

Vasili almost didn’t hear him. He just looked at his son standing by 
the large window overlooking the backyard, gazing out. 

“That is what you wanted, isn’t it?” Jun asked again after a long 
moment. 

“Huh? Oh, yeah, good. Thanks.” 

He turned back to look at his son. He could only see the barest 
outline of his face in the glass. His son’s face had always struck Vasili 
as more Asian than Slavic. The impression in the window was how he 
saw himself in his progeny: as only a mere suggestion, a dim reflection 
in glass. 

He walked up to the boy and placed a meaty hand on his slender 
shoulder. Shoichi didn’t look up. He just kept staring at the empty 
pool in the backyard lit by floodlights. 

“Back from exile,” Shoichi said flatly in Japanese. 

Vasili’s few attempts to teach him some Russian hadn’t gotten very 
far, so now the two always spoke in Japanese. He would have liked to 
be able to speak to his son in his own tongue. Because even with 
fluent Japanese he felt like he was painting with broad brushstrokes in 
the language. 

“Let’s not start that again. It’s good to have you back, despite the 
circumstances.” 

“The pool’s empty,” Shoichi said. 

“Yeah, it’s got a crack in it from a strong earthquake. Drained right 
out. I’ve been meaning to get it fixed.” 

“Tt’s been like that since I was a kid.” 

“Guess I should maybe get around to that, then. Come, sit.” 

He led his son over to the table. Shoichi didn’t resist, just walked 
tractably along. 

Vasili took two crystal glasses from the cupboard and fetched a 
bottle of vodka. He set all this down on the table between them and 
began to pour two glasses. 


Shoichi held out his hands. “None for me, thanks, I really—” 

“Nonsense. Drink, you’re a Loginovski. You’re still part Russian. 
This is what we do in the face of death.” 

Vasili handed him one of the glasses. Shoichi reluctantly accepted 
the drink, and tried to clink glasses. But Vasili put his hand in front of 
his glass and shook his head. 

“T thought you—“ 

“Not when someone has died.” Vasili held his glass up at a distance 
and quietly said, “Vechnaya pamyat.” Then he downed his in one 
smooth motion, like he was drinking water, and poured another. 
Shoichi coughed and sputtered, nearly spitting out his first sip when 
the harsh liquor hit his lips. 

“Guess I’m not much of a Russian,” Shoichi said. 

“It takes practice,” Vasili replied. “There’s a few cans of chu-hai 
and beer in the fridge, if you prefer.” 

Shoichi came back with a can of lime chu-hai and sat down across 
from his dad. 

“How are you holding up?” Vasili asked. 

Shoichi just shrugged and looked away. “Alright, I guess, 
considering.” Almost as an afterthought he said, “How about you?” 

“Tm ... dealing, I guess.” 

They sat there for a while, sipping their drinks, not knowing what 
to say to one another. It was Shoichi who finally broke the silence. 

“T should have been here. Instead of over in Kyoto at that damn 
private school you shipped me off to.” 

“And what would you have done? You, against seasoned killers?” 

“What do you mean, ‘killers’? Do you know who did this? Were 
you involved in this somehow?” 

Vasili sighed. “I didn’t kill your mother, if that’s what you’re 
asking.” 

“Did they kill her to get at you? Because you’re gokudo?” 

Vasili stared at his son for a while. He had always tried to shield 
the boy from the truth about himself. Even now, he considered 
denying it, but he saw no point in this. He began nodding slowly. 

“I... think it may have something to do with that.” 

“Dammit, Dad. Did my mother get killed to send you a message? 
Is that it?” 

Vasili just shook his head. “I don’t know, son.” But probably. 

Silence again. This time longer. 

“How do you deal with it?” Shoichi finally asked. 

You get used to it after a while, go numb. You find who did it and 
make them pay. Then when that doesn't help you throw yourself into your 
work to take your mind off it. 

“Time,” is what Vasili actually said. “Only time.” 


The next morning, Vasili was alternating between absentmindedly 
cooking breakfast and staring out at the backyard, with its leaf-choked 
swimming pool. He would have gotten around to fixing that long ago, 
but he was always too busy. Besides, he was hardly ever around 
to use it. 

Shoichi came down after a while, looking drained. 

“Morning. Get some sleep?” 

“A little.” 

“There’s a pot of coffee brewing.” 

“Thanks. Do you have any green tea?” 

“Right. Um, yeah, Jun drinks it. Should be some around here.” 

Shoichi looked over into the living room, where Jun was reading a 
paper in the far corner. 

“Does he sleep here?” 

“Sometimes, if it’s a late night.” 

“He’s pretty devoted to you.” 

“We go back a way.” 

“The son you never had, eh?” Shoichi said with a tired smile. 

“Don’t say that, you know—” 

He was interrupted by a knock at the door. Jun sprang up and 
went to answer it. 

“Tt’s Detective Kimura,” he said, peering through the peephole. 
“With some others.” 

Vasili sighed. “Let them in.” 

“How do you know this detective?” Shoichi asked in a low voice. 

“She’s working on the serial killer case.” 

“T guessed that. But how do you know her?” 

Vasili hesitated. “As a pillar of the community, I take an active 
interest in matters that affect it.” 

“Good morning, Vasili,” Mei said. She was flanked by two younger, 
surly-looking detectives that Vasili didn’t recognize. 

“Good morning, Detective.” 

“Tm sorry for your loss. I was hoping we could talk to you on the 
record, if you don’t mind.” 

“T do mind, actually. I’m kind of in the middle of something.” He 
motioned towards Shoichi. 

“Oh, and who is this? One of your up-and-comers in the—” 

“He’s my son,” Vasili hissed. 

Mei looked his way. “Ah, Michael Corleone, I presume.” She 
turned back to Vasili. “Schooling him to take over the family 
business?” 


“You presume too much, Detective. He’s here because his 
mother is dead.” 

“And I intend to catch her killer. Which is why I am requesting 
your cooperation so that we can do that as quickly as possible.” She 
turned to Shoichi, her tone softening considerably. “I’m sorry for your 
loss, truly. But if you don’t mind, I’d like to speak to your dad for a 
bit. Won’t take long, and it will go a long way towards catching her 
killer.” 

“Go ahead, Dad, I can wait here.” 

Vasili nodded towards his son, then turned to face Mei. 

“Guess I’m all yours, Detective.” 


“First time here?” Mei asked Vasili innocently as she was setting up. 

They were in one of the interrogation rooms at the Shibuya Police 
Department. 

“No, I’ve been here a couple of times. A good boss checks in on his 
employees now and then.” 

Mei gave him a sideways glance but didn’t respond to that. Maybe 
it was just her imagination, but he seemed more subdued than 
he usually was. 

“We'll do this in Japanese, if that’s quite alright with you.” 

“And if you can stick to the matter at hand, I’d appreciate it. My 
son is waiting.” 

Mei nodded and started the recorder. 

“What can you tell me about the deceased?” 

“Yukari Sato, she’s an ... she was an actress. That’s public 
knowledge, you should be able to research most of her career online.” 

“What else?” 

“What do you want to know?” 

“What can you tell us about your relationship?” 

“We were together for about ten years starting—I don’t know, 
about twenty years ago. Never married, but living together on and off 
for most of that time. We have one son, Shoichi, who you just met.” 

“Go on.” 

“We got along well for most of it, but fought sometimes. Like all 
couples, I guess.” 

“What did you fight about?” 

“The usual. I was married to the job, but not to her. She got fed up 
and left. Part of that was she met some other guy. A producer on one 
of her movies. Yunokawa. They dated for a while after we split up.” 

“Okay. What else can you tell me?” 


“We’re still in contact. Last time I spoke to her was a few days ago. 
She asked to borrow money. That’s pretty much it.” 

“Nothing else you can give me about your relationship with her?” 

“What do you want to hear?” Vasili said without meeting her gaze. 
It was the first time she had seen him getting frustrated. “You want 
me to tell you that she was smart, and funny, and kind? How about 
how she was the first Japanese woman I was with who treated me like 
a person, and not just a gaijin? Is that what you want to hear? Do you 
want to hear how she gave birth to and mostly raised our son? That I 
was usually too busy working to get to know my son much when he 
was growing up? Do you want to hear me say that when my son asked 
why she was killed, I couldn’t give him an honest answer without my 
heart breaking?” 

Mei’s countenance softened. One of her interrogation tactics with 
hardened criminals was to ask the same question over and over. She 
found that this often frustrated them, made them careless. Sometimes 
it would cause them to give up too much out of annoyance. But it 
occurred to her now that Vasili wasn’t just a hardened criminal, right 
now he was a man grieving. 

“!’m sorry, perhaps I’m taking the wrong approach 
here. Let’s try—” 

“Let’s try approaching this like I want to catch the killer. Let’s try 
entertaining the notion that maybe I’m not the killer, and that I want 
to see justice done just as much as you do. So maybe we could butt 
heads less and work together more.” 

“T’m sorry, that wasn’t my intention. I just—” 

“Really? That’s not what you intended? Are you just careless, then? 
So you're telling me in all honesty that this wasn’t a chance to 
humiliate me? To kick me when ’m down?” 

“Is that what you think this is about? That I’m just sticking it to 
you? I honestly wouldn’t have thought a man like you was so easily 
bruised.” 

“T just lost someone close to me, so if you could get on with it.” 

Mei leaned back in her chair. “You want to know what I was 
thinking when I brought you in? The same thought I have every time 
we find a body. Just an image of a timer, set for five days. And it’s 
ticking down faster than I can stop it.” 

“T don’t take your meaning,” Vasili said. 

“That’s the average length of time between bodies. Sometimes it’s 
shorter, sometimes longer, but it’s averaged out to about five days. 
Well, five days, nine hours, and about fourteen minutes to be precise. 
That’s all the time we realistically have to catch the killers before they 
kill again.” 

Vasili nodded. “I see.” 


“Good, I’m glad you do. Because the clock is ticking again. So I 
need to know everything you know that might be useful to us. Not just 
for me, but for the next person on the killers’ list. Who—based on the 
pattern—will probably also be someone you know, maybe someone 
close to you. So it’s in your best interest all around to help us with 
this. Understood?” 

Vasili looked at her for a long while, then slowly nodded his head. 
His anger had abated. “Alright. Ask your questions.” 


“You still think it’s him?” Watanabe asked when Vasili was gone. He 
had been watching the proceedings from behind the one-way glass. 

“T honestly don’t know at this point. If he is behind it, he’s an 
incredible actor.” 

“Agreed. That man was hurting. Tell you one thing, though.” 

“What’s that?” 

“We better find this killer before he does. Because if he gets there 
first, I don’t think there’s going to be anything left when he’s 
done with him.” 


Chapter Six 


“So I gotta ask: how does it feel to be rooting around inside your 
lover’s ex?” Mei asked. 

“Warm and squishy.” Kameko gave the organ in her hand a 
squeeze that sent a squirt of blood out of an open artery. “I’m actually 
pretty indifferent. I didn’t know him when they were together, so it’s 
not like I felt threatened by her or anything.” 

“T don’t imagine there’s much that does threaten you.” 

“Nope. But the word ‘lover’ kinda creeps me out.” 

Suzuki had been far from pleased when Mei had shown up 
unannounced with “a friend from back at the police academy” who 
just “wanted to have a quick look at the body.” He’d seemed a bit 
offended more than anything, but Mei was finally able to convince 
him to let Kameko take a look. He pulled the body out of storage and 
set her up in the autopsy lab, complaining the entire time about how 
close he was cutting it with the scheduled release for the cremation. 
Then he left with a huff. The fact that Kameko smiled throughout and 
was overwhelmingly gracious and appreciative only seemed to piss 
him off more. But then, Mei thought, that’s probably why she did it. 

Once inside, so to speak, Kameko quickly and efficiently went 
about her examination. She didn’t talk, except to mumble comments 
or questions to herself based on what she saw. Mei, meanwhile, kept a 
careful watch on every move she made. If Kameko tried to tamper 
with the body, or add or remove anything, Mei would know. 

But as she watched Vasili’s underling at work, she became 
increasingly convinced that she wasn’t trying to hinder the 
investigation. Given her diligence and focus, Mei started to question 
whether her doubts about Kameko were founded or not. Maybe she 
was just trying to help. And Vasili had certainly seemed sincere the 
other day when she’d discussed the case with him. 

“So, find anything I missed?” Suzuki asked haughtily as he strolled 
back into the autopsy room. 

“IT have,” Kameko said gravely. “It seems that the killer left an 
inscription on her left kidney. Why, it’s a map leading right to his 
hideout!” So saying, Kameko held up one of the victim’s kidneys, 
clearly smiling behind her surgical mask. 

Suzuki and Mei greeted this with stony faces. 


”? 


Kameko turned serious again. “Sorry, just trying to lighten the 
mood a little. But I do have some questions for you, if 
you don’t mind.” 

“T do. But if it will get you out of my lab faster, ask away.” 

“Thanks. Is there a surefire way to tell if cannulation has occurred? 
I’m specifically thinking about the cystic duct, as well as the 
abdominal aorta and portal system.” 

Suzuki nodded. “If the cannula had been carefully inserted and 
removed, then no, there isn’t. But, yeah, I see where you’re going with 
this. It’s a dead end.” 

“How can you be so sure?” 

“Hold on, what’s a dead end?” Mei asked. 

“She’s asking about the possibility that this was a hepactectamy. 
An orthotic liver—” 

“How about explaining it to me as if I don’t have a medical 
degree?” Mei interjected. 

“Sorry. She’s asking whether the liver was removed for 
transplantation.” Suzuki turned back to Kameko. “It’s one of the first 
things I considered, but there’s a number of problems with that 
hypothesis. First off, these cuts weren’t made by surgical instruments, 
more like a rusty hacksaw. Just look at where the veins and arteries 
were severed. Jagged edges, some of which I’d wager had been torn 
out. Some of the other victims had bruising that indicated the killer 
had put a foot on them and simply pulled on the organs until the veins 
snapped. This is the work of a butcher, not a surgeon.” 

“That’s not conclusive in itself,” Kameko replied. “And the fact that 
her gallbladder, part of her diaphragm, as well as large sections of the 
aortoiliac artery and iliac vein are missing seems to support the 
theory.” 

“True. But look at the hepatic artery—it’s been absolutely 
shredded, which is inconsistent with the careful dissection required 
for transplant purposes. But the most convincing piece of evidence 
against it is the time frame. Dissection of the hepatic hilum for 
transplant purposes can take hours of meticulous surgery. Her last 
phone call to a friend was made at ten forty-nine. The call from her 
neighbor that tipped us off came at eleven thirty-seven, with time of 
death believed to have been at least twenty-five minutes prior. That’s 
not nearly enough time to perform such a delicate procedure.” 

Kameko nodded. She didn’t seem entirely convinced. 

“Besides, thoracic organs like the heart and lungs will only last 
about six hours outside the body, max. With the liver, you’ve got 
maybe eighteen hours. So unless the killer has a transplant table ready 
and waiting immediately, these organs wouldn’t make it long enough 
to be transplanted.” 


“So what are your thoughts on this?” 

“Well, given the force and violence with which these bodies were 
dismembered, my best guess is a thrill-killer. Someone who does it for 
the sport and collects the organs as mementos, or for purposes of 
cannibalism.” 

“Yeah, I can see how he’d work up an appetite with all this killin’ 
and mutilatin’. I’m not buying it, though. Too targeted to be some 
random psycho thrill-killer.” 

“Serial killers often hunt in a dedicated territory, somewhere 
they’re familiar with.” 

“Not what I meant,” Kameko said without elaborating. 

Suzuki shrugged. “Well, ’ve got other work. Just leave your lab 
coats and gloves on the bench when you're done.” He turned and 
walked out of the room. 

“By targeted, you mean surrounding Vasili, don’t you?” Mei asked 
when he was gone. 

“Yes,” Kameko said, having already resumed her examination. 
“Too coincidental for this to be a random psycho just dumping bodies 
in Vasili’s territory. Especially two that are tied to him. Plus, that 
homeless guy said it was a professional-looking operation. That makes 
me think there’s more going on than meets the eye.” 

“And you believe him enough to hang this theory of yours on it?” 

“Well, he didn’t confess this under torture, so I have no reason to 
doubt him,” Kameko shot back. “Wait. Come here, take a look at this.” 

Mei walked closer to the body. Kameko removed something from 
the chest cavity with forceps, which she held up for Mei to inspect. 

“You’re going to have to help me out here. What am I looking at?” 

“Tt’s the end of the hepatic artery, the one that was ‘absolutely 
shredded’ according to your fine colleague there.” 

“Okay, so?” 

“Look closely.” 

Kameko rotated the loose piece of gristle held in her forceps. It 
took Mei a moment to catch on. One end had been severed by means 
of a rough hack job. But the other end had been cut cleanly, 
surgically. 

“Something doesn’t add up about all of this,” Kameko said with a 
shake of her head. 


“Hey! You! What’s your name?” 
Satoshi glanced down at his name tag over his blue scrubs, then up 
at the angry orderly accosting him. 


“Sorry, I’m new here. First day, actually. I’m Kasahara.” 

“Okay, Kasahara, first lesson. This,” the orderly said, holding up a 
bag of bloody bandages and wipes, “is medical waste. It does not 
belong on the same level of your trolley here as the fresh bandages.” 

“Sorry, boss, it won’t happen again.” 

“Don’t they teach you kids anything in medical school anymore?” 

“Must have forgot.” 

The orderly shook his head in disgust. “If we didn’t need nurses so 
badly, I’d have you tossed for that. But as it is, I guess we should be 
grateful for whatever they send us.” 

“That’s the spirit,” Satoshi said flatly. “Now can you help me 
navigate around here? I’m looking for a patient by the name of 
Kumagai. Older guy, dying of cancer.” 

“Well, if he wasn’t, he probably wouldn’t be here.” He walked over 
to a nearby nurse’s station and looked at the schedule. “Room four 
forty-five. That way.” 

“Thank you kindly,” Satoshi said as he began to wheel 
his cart away. 

“Hey! One more thing!” 

Oh fuck, Satoshi thought. He didn’t want this to turn ugly, not ina 
hospital. 

“You might want to check with Administration about your 
uniform. Looks a little too ... snug for comfort.” 

Satoshi glanced down at the hospital scrubs he had borrowed from 
Hisoka. His shirt just barely made it to his waist, but any movement to 
either side exposed some midriff. The pants were loose-fitting enough, 
but only came halfway down his calf. Satoshi looked at the guy and 
nodded. 

“Yeah, tell me about it. They said this is all they had at the 
moment. Guess we all just have to make do with what’s available.” 

The orderly just walked away, muttering under his breath, as 
Satoshi wheeled his cart into Kumagai’s room. He locked the door 
before walking over to the bed to gaze at the sleeping man. 

Kumagai had been an old-timer when Satoshi had begun walking 
the Path. In fact, he had even been part of his father’s crew back when 
he was still in the game. Satoshi gazed at the old man lying in bed and 
couldn’t help but think this was what his father would look like if he 
were still alive. The old man was frail. Breathing tubes fed him oxygen 
through his nostrils as other machines monitored his vitals. A few 
scraggly whiskers poked out from his lined, leathery face, and his 
slate-gray hair was receding. 

Kumagai had been a survivor, jumping from one crew to the next 
as they fell apart when members went to jail or died off. He had 
worked on Osammy’s crew together with Satoshi and Masa right 


before retiring, back when he had fallen ill with cancer for 
the first time. 

Satoshi tried several times to wake him, but the man wouldn’t 
budge. He really didn’t feel like making a second trip to the hospital, 
so he tried again, shaking him harder this time. 

“Kumagai? Kumagai? Hey, wake up, Kumagai! I’m sorry, man, but 
I need to talk to you.” 

Suddenly the old man’s bloodshot eyes snapped opened wide, and 
he lay there looking around frantically. His eyes alighted on Satoshi, 
looking at him first with concern, then recognition, then sheer terror. 
The bedridden man grabbed the sleeve of Satoshi’s orderly outfit with 
a strength that Satoshi wasn’t expecting and began pulling him down 
towards him as he tried to sit up. The breathing tubes hooked up to 
his nostrils came loose. 

“Don’t do it! Don’t go, Tomio! They’re gonna kill you!” 

“T’'m not—” Satoshi was cut off by a vicious shake from Kumagai, 
who somehow freed his other hand and brought it around to grab 
Satoshi’s shirt from the front. The man had an insistent look in his 
eyes, and he pulled Satoshi down towards him with surprising 
strength. 

“You know it, Tomio! You know they’re going to kill you! Why 
would you even think about going? He won’t let you live! Not now!” 

As suddenly as the fit came over the man, it passed, and the 
strength ebbed from his fingers. Kumagai’s iron grip relaxed and his 
hands slipped back down and draped over the bedside. The old man 
was out cold. Satoshi stood there, too shocked to move, too stunned to 
think. 

“!'m Satoshi. Tomio ...,” Satoshi said. He could barely bring 
himself to say it. 

“Tomio was my father.” 


Chapter Seven 


“Dad, something I’ve wanted to ask you.” 

“Go ahead.” 

They were sitting in Vasili’s living room. Shoichi was putting away 
a bottle of sake he had found somewhere in the house, while Vasili 
had a tall vodka on the rocks in hand. He was already quite drunk 
from the funeral today, but still not as drunk as he would have liked. 

The funeral had been odd. It was a strange mix of yakuza paying 
their respects on account of Vasili, and film industry types who were 
friends or former coworkers of the deceased. Vasili had been out of his 
element talking with the film people. It wasn’t a culture he knew well 
or really understood, despite his former exposure from when he was 
with Yukari. He had done his best to be civil, but the effort had 
worn him out. 

“Did you ever ... regret it?” 

“Regret what?” 

“Your decision to become yakuza, or gokudo, or whatever 
you call it.” 

Vasili shook his head. “It wasn’t really a decision. Decisions are for 
people with options. I was born in Norilsk, which is about as close to 
hell on earth as you’re liable to find. Back then, it was eat or be eaten. 
By the time I got out of there, this life was the only one I knew.” 

“But why not get out of it now? You’ve got straight businesses 
under your name. You could go legit if you wanted to.” 

“Could I?” Vasili said, almost to himself. “Sometimes I’m not so 
sure. I’m in too deep now, too many people depending on me.” 

“So give someone else the responsibility. You could retire, get 
away from it all.” 

“T’ve thought about it. But I don’t know if I could just give this up. 
Mafia, yakuza, bratva. Whatever it’s called, it’s a lifelong occupation.” 

Vasili drained his drink, then poured himself another. He was still 
a long way from feeling at ease. 

“But I don’t want that for you. I don’t want you to ever be in a 
position where you don’t have options. You don’t want to be stuck 
here when this city sinks.” 

“Dammit, Dad, Tokyo is still my home! You talk like you don’t 
even want me here once I graduate!” 


“Tt’s not that I’m trying to keep you away, Shoichi. I just don’t 
want you trapped here when the unthinkable happens. If the 
unthinkable happens, I mean.” 

“What? Do you know something the rest of us don’t? Is your 
organization planning something?” 

“No, guess I’m just not feeling too optimistic about this 
city right now.” 

“Are you drunk?” 

“Not enough.” 

Shoichi shook his head and eyed his own glass. Then he downed 
the rest of the sake swirling around and refilled it from the chilled 
bottle by his chair. 

“You know, ever since I was a kid, I’ve always had the feeling like 
youre trying to get rid of me.” 

“Tt’s not like that—” 

Shoichi shook his head, as if annoyed. “It’s like you ...” 

Were afraid someone might hurt you to hurt me, Vasili thought as his 
son groped for the right words. After all, it’s been known to happen. 
Hell, I’ve done it myself. 

“Tt’s like you just never had any patience for me, for Mom.” 

“T always cared deeply for you and your mother. Despite our 
differences.” 

“You sure had a funny way of showing it. I think I saw you one or 
two weekends a month, at most, growing up. Then you ship me off to 
private school in Kyoto, then insist I go to university there too. Now 
you’re saying I shouldn’t come back to Tokyo. I’m starting to pick up 
the pattern you’re laying down here, Dad.” 

“Tt’s not that I want you away, it’s just ...” I wouldn't be able to live 
with myself if anything happened to you because of me. “Like I said, I 
want you to have the options I never had.” 

“Yeah? It’s not because you were ashamed of me?” 

The question struck Vasili like a bolt from the blue and left him 
without a ready answer. Was he ashamed of his son? The thought 
hadn’t occurred to him, but he felt embarrassment as he wondered if 
maybe there wasn’t some truth to it. He didn't think it was shame he 
felt for his son, just distance. Distance that Vasili had always enforced, 
but which kept them apart, aloof. It was a gap that neither of them 
could bridge now. One too far for mutual understanding to make it 
across. Of course, by the time he issued a denial, the damage had been 
done, judging from the look on Shoichi’s face. 

“Sure, sure,” Shoichi muttered, looking down. 

Vasili was pained but didn’t know what to say to smooth it over. 
He drained the rest of his drink. They sat there for a few more 
minutes, Shoichi stewing while Vasili desperately tried to bridge the 


gulf between them. As his mind went in circles, he realized that he 
was quite drunk. 

“Well, I was thinking about staying for a few days,” Shoichi said 
after a pause. “Maybe spend some time here tying up loose ends.” 

Vasili’s heart began racing as the meaning behind his son’s words 
hit home. The way he put it could only mean one thing. 

“Shoichi, if you’re saying what I think you’re saying, then the 
answer is no. I don’t want you trying to handle this yourself.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“T mean, I’ve got people looking for whoever did this. I don’t want 
you trying to be a hero by getting involved. Let me handle this.” 

His son stared at him in shock. “What, did you think I was going to 
go vigilante on this guy or something?” 

“J just thought ... what did you have in mind by ‘tying 
up loose ends’?” 

“Tidying up Mom’s grave, seeing friends, that sort of thing. Holy 
shit, did you really think I meant I was going to go after this guy? 
What made you think that?” 

Vasili shook his head, then ran his hand over his face. “Nothing. 
Just a momentary lapse, I guess.” 

“Don’t you go trying to be a hero either. Just let the 
police handle it.” 

“Yeah, good advice. That’s the sensible thing to do.” 

Vasili regarded his son from behind his glass of vodka. He was 
simultaneously relieved and disappointed. 

“Good advice. You’re a smart boy.” 

It was all he could think to say. He wanted Shoichi to stay longer, 
but he feared for the boy’s safety. Whoever was doing this might see 
his son as an opportunity to further hurt Vasili. He couldn’t let that 
happen to the boy. Even if it meant pushing him further away. 

Shoichi grunted. “Well, it’s getting late. And I should get up early 
to catch the bullet train back tomorrow. Since I’m not going to be 
staying around here.” 

“Tll give you a ride tomorrow. Just tell me when.” 

Vasili slept fitfully that night. The next morning, they rode to the 
train station mostly in silence. Vasili was hungover, but trying not to 
let it show. It made it harder than usual to keep up a conversation. 
Not that Shoichi was helping. His son was content to just sullenly 
stare out the window and not talk. After a ride of halting start-and- 
stop driving through Tokyo’s morning traffic that mirrored the halting 
start-and-stop conversation in the car, they pulled up to the station. 

“Well, here we are, I guess,” Vasili said. 

“I know, you just can’t wait to get rid of me,” Shoichi said, 
practically vaulting out of the backseat. “Ashamed to be seen with 


your son. I’m going.” 

“Shoichi, you know it’s not that—” Vasili began to protest as he 
got out behind him. 

“Yeah, yeah.” 

His son said it with a backwards wave of the hand as he 
disappeared into the station crowd. 

Vasili stood there staring after him until he dissolved into the sea 
of people and was lost. 

I’m not ashamed of you, son, he had wanted to say. I’m ashamed of 
having you see what I have to do next. 


“Hi, Mei, you doing anything today?” her father’s voice said over the 
phone. 

Mei leaned back from the status report she was writing and rubbed 
her eyes. Thick files stuffed with papers were stacked all around her. 

“Me? No, I took a spa day. Figured there wasn’t anything at work 
keeping me busy.” 

“Very funny. Let me rephrase that. I’m in Shibuya at the moment, 
wondered if maybe you had some free time to grab lunch.” 

Her stomach rumbled at that last word. Mei looked at her watch to 
see it was nearly 2:30. She had forgotten to eat again. 

“Sure, Dad, meet outside the station’s New South Exit in ten 
minutes?” 

“Tl be there.” 

Mei grabbed her things and headed upstairs and out the building. 
She pulled her respirator into place as she went. It was shaping up to 
be a breezeless, humid day, but the gray fog and clouds covering the 
sky made her feel cold for some reason. She pulled her Demron 
overcoat around her tighter and hurried on. 

Her father was easy to identify, even from behind, due to his 
characteristic slouched posture. But when she turned around, she was 
surprised to see he wasn’t wearing his respirator. 

“Dad, you alright? Did you lose your respirator?” 

“No, I’ve got it. Just didn’t feel like wearing it.” 

“Advisory said it’s a heavy fog day. And the wind’s too 
unpredictable to get an accurate reading on the radiation.” 

He smiled. “I’ll take my chances. Know a good place around here?” 

“There’s a Chinese place in the station that’s pretty good.” 

“Sold.” 

Soon they were seated in the restaurant in front of a large window 
with a spectacular view of the fog. 


“So what brings you out here?” Mei asked, sipping her green tea. 

“Oh, doctor’s appointment.” 

“Anything serious?” 

“T doubt it. Just feeling sluggish lately. He did some tests, but I 
don’t think anything will come of it. But how are you? How’s the case 
going?” 

“The case is ... not going well,” Mei admitted. “These guys don’t 
slip up. We’ve had almost nothing to go on, so we’re doing interviews 
with people close to the victims.” 

“So it’s ‘guys’ now, is it?” 

“Yeah. Eyewitness to one of the killings told us there were several 
men there.” Well, they told Kameko that, and I have to trust her. 

“See, now that’s progress at least. That’s how you make the case, 
piece by piece. How about the team, how are they working out?” 

“That’s ... also not going well.” 

“Oh?” 

“Kentaro and this guy Watanabe are solid. But these two younger 
guys they saddled me with ...” 

Mei proceeded to tell her father about the incident with Ozu. He 
listened with a wary look that soon turned to disgust. 

“Jesus, those guys.” 

“Yeah. I covered for them, but I’m not sure that was the right 
decision.” 

Her father leaned back. “That’s certainly a tough one. You can’t be 
seen as willing to throw your people under the bus. At the same time, 
that sort of behavior is hard to stomach.” 

“T know. What would you have done in my position?” 

“Personally? I think I would have tried to get rid of them. I’d be 
willing to take the hit to my reputation, rather than the damage guys 
like that can do. That kind of scumbaggery is just another form of 
corruption.” 

“I know it was wrong, and it was wrong of me to let it go on as 
long as I did. But knowing that this Ozu guy used to be in an extortion 
ring and do the same thing to other people, it almost felt right. Like 
delayed justice for the shit he used to pull, in a way.” 

Her father shook his head in disgust. “Beating up a man who’s 
already in chains isn’t justice, it’s barbarism.” 

“But he used to do the same thing! There was a case with one 
family, where he—” 

“Enough,” her father said. The defeat in his voice made Mei fall 
silent. “I thought we raised you better than that.” 

“Yeah, well, with all due respect, you’ve been out of the game for a 
long time. You don’t know what it’s like out there. This new breed 
of criminal—” 


“Oh, spare me. Every generation of cop is always going on about 
this ‘new breed’ of crime and criminality. It’s bunk. Just an excuse for 
crooked cops to justify themselves when they sink down to their 
level.” 

“Great advice from a cop who walked off the force more than 
twenty years ago.” 

“Sure, use that as a cudgel to beat me if you like. It doesn’t make 
what I’m saying any less true.” 

They paused for a while as their waitress placed their food in front 
of them. Both picked at their plates, not really hungry anymore. 

“So ... anything else new?” her father tried. 

“Well, I have a date tomorrow with two of my detectives to go 
underground to visit one of the death cults amassing below the 
surface. That should be fun.” 

Her father nodded. “Well, be sure to dress appropriately.” 

“Will do, Dad.” 


Chapter Eight 


Same ghost every night, Satoshi thought to himself as he walked the 
streets of Tokyo. 

He haunted the streets the way Masa’s ghost haunted him. He 
hadn’t seen him since the night he’d chased (been chased by?) him on 
the train tracks, but Satoshi could feel him out there. Just around 
every corner, up the next flight of stairs, behind the next door. Just 
out of reach. And no matter how many corners Satoshi turned, or 
stairs he trudged up, or doors he strolled through or kicked down, 
Masa stayed just out of reach. 

Every time he pushed open the door to a bar they used to go to, he 
would see Masa grinning back at him from the end of the bar. Only by 
the time he had gotten across the room, it was a different face, 
looking up at him in confusion. He tracked him down back alleys, past 
bars and cheap restaurants they had frequented together a million 
years ago on a different planet. And every time he caught sight of 
Masa leaning against a graffitied wall down some rain-slicked back 
alley, his quarry would dissolve into a puff of steam from a grate 
somewhere and melt into nothingness before he could lay 
hands on him. 

Once he’d caught sight of Masa entering a doorway in a run-down 
tenement that Ryu had told him he might be staying at. He kicked the 
door open, with his gun drawn, only to see that the room was empty. 
Not just of Masa, but of everything. And as he sheepishly backed out 
of the vacant apartment and then the building, he realized why. The 
entire place had clearly been condemned long ago. As he walked back 
out the hallway, he wondered how he had missed the mold covering 
the hallway walls, or the trash swirling around the lobby, blown by 
the breeze coming in through the broken windows. 

But of course he hadn’t seen these things. He was only 
looking for Masa. 

At the end of another pointless night of searching, he sat down in a 
bar that they used to go to together after work. It was in the 
backstreets of lidabashi, where they lived for a time back when they 
worked for Taichi. Satoshi thought back on those days as the calm 
before the storm. Because soon after, Taichi had gone to jail, then 
they’d gravitated into the orbit of Osammy the Whale. And everything 


had gone downhill from there. 

Satoshi ordered a double whiskey to stop his hands from shaking. 
He hadn’t taken Dextro in several days and was starting to get a slight 
case of withdrawal. Nothing a little alcohol couldn’t take the edge off. 
He wasn’t even surprised when he glanced over into the corner of the 
bar to see a younger version of himself talking to Masa. 

These visions were older than the ones he had seen in their old 
Yotsuya neighborhood. Maybe early twenties. The one of Masa had a 
black eye and puffy, swollen face, but he was grinning. His younger 
self looked concerned. Satoshi just sat there drinking his whiskey, 
watching an argument he and Masa had had years ago unfold once 
again. 

“You’re going to get yourself killed going to those,” his former 
self had said. 

Masa shook his head. “If you think I look bad, you should see the 
other guy. They had to drag him out of the circle. Heard he’s still in 
the hospital.” 

“You won this fight. You might not win the next one. Who did you 
say is the organizer of your little fight club here?” 

“The Japan Patriot’s Society.” 

“So, ultranationalists, in other words.” 

Masa nodded. 

“And you are?” Satoshi asked. 

“The baddest motherfucker there!” 

“No,” Satoshi said, pulling the collar of Masa’s shirt down to reveal 
his tattoos. “And you are?” 

“Gokudo,” Masa said, cottoning on. 

“That’s right. You walk the Path. And those far-right fuckers hate 
guys like us. I think the only reason they let you fight is because 
they’re hoping one of them will beat your ass someday.” 

Masa smirked. “Ain’t gonna happen. I had the best teacher 
around!” Masa patted Satoshi on the arm. Satoshi just looked 
concerned. 

“What do you get out of it? Do you really like beating people 
up that much?” 

Masa looked hurt all of a sudden. “No, it’s not that. It’s just ... it’s a 
rush. Hearing the crowd going crazy, knowing all these people are 
cheering for you—” 

“Probably cheering against you.” 

Masa shook his head. “At first it was like that. But now that 
they’ve seen what I can do, a lot of them are cheering for me. 
Everyone likes a winner.” 

Satoshi sipped his drink and shrugged. Masa pressed his case. 

“Yeah, okay, some of the older hardliners will never be on my side. 


They’re hoping I fail. But there’s a lot of them cheering for me. 
It’s not like ...” 

“What?” 

“It’s not like with Taichi and the rest of the crew. These guys 
actually respect me.” 

“The crew respects you. I respect you.” 

“You do. Those other guys we work with ... not so much.” 

“They do,” Satoshi had lied. “So, what? You need to go beat guys 
up in vacant buildings and empty parking lots to get your fix?” 

“Tt’s something.” 

“If I asked you to stop, would you?” 

“Why would you ask that? You know how much this 
means to me.” 

“T know. But at the same time, I worry about you. I worry that 
someday you’re going to lose, and you’re never going to walk out of 
that ring again.” 

Masa looked touched. “Thanks. But you don’t have to worry about 
me.” He smiled. “Worry for the guy I’m fighting next!” 

“Another one?” the bartender asked, breaking his reverie. 

Satoshi looked down at an empty glass. “Yeah. A double.” 

When he looked back at the corner, the visions were gone. 

Was that it? Was that the moment he’d lost Masa? Should he have 
put his foot down harder and tried to get Masa away from those 
fights? At the time he remembered being concerned and relieved that 
Masa was fighting in them. Concerned because he was afraid Masa 
would get jumped or get his head caved in by those guys. Relieved 
because fighting seemed to take the edge off Masa, sated some of his 
lust for violence. 

He drained his drink and walked outside. Down Kagurazaka Street, 
past the trendy shops and restaurants lining the avenue. It was a light 
fog night, but still most of the people wore their respirators. Not that 
he blamed them. Even when the air was clear, you still couldn’t tell 
what was hiding in it. 

As he walked down the street, he saw a vision of Masa from the 
past stalking up it. His face was bruised and still bloody. He was 
walking with purpose, but also a heavy limp. One arm didn’t swing, 
but dangled loosely by his side. Satoshi watched as his younger self 
rounded the corner from a back alley onto the main street and almost 
collided with Masa. 

“Fuck’s sake, Masa. What happened to you?” 

Masa’s lip quivered. But even now Satoshi couldn’t tell if it was in 
rage, or if he was trying not to cry. 

“Come here,” his younger self said, pulling Masa into the back 
alley. 


Satoshi recognized this as the street where Taichi once had his 
headquarters in a cramped underground bar and restaurant. He 
remembered this scene. It had happened a few months after Masa first 
told him about the fights. 

“What the fuck happened to you?” he had said. “Is this from your 
fight club? Those guys finally win one?” 

“T don’t want to talk about it.” 

Masa tried to brush by him. Satoshi stopped him and kept looking 
at him, without saying anything. Masa looked around with an anxious 
energy, not meeting Satoshi’s gaze. 

“That’s it, isn’t it? You fighting in—” 

“It wasn’t that,” Masa said. “Those are later in the week. And we 
don’t fight in the middle of the afternoon.” 

“What, then? Don’t tell me you’re starting shit with another crew. I 
told you, stay away from those guys around Ichigaya. I don’t want to 
have to go through another turf battle just because—” 

“Tt wasn’t them.” 

“Then, who did it?” 


“Some guys ... I mean, I saw them ...” Masa swallowed hard, not 
wanting to say it. He looked uncomfortable. 
“What?” 


“T was delivering a package for Taichi around Yotsuya. I saw your 
sister. Must have been heading back from school. Some guys were ...” 

“What?” 

“Harassing her, let’s say.” 

“Why would anyone go after Akari? She’s as gentle as they come.” 

“Tt looked like they were going to ...” 

Masa couldn’t bring himself to say it. Satoshi realized without it 
being said. His eyes widened in shock. 

“Look, I put a stop to it. That’s all.” 

“Akari, is she hurt?” 

“She was a bit rattled. I walked her home. Made sure she’s safe.” 

Satoshi took out his phone and called her. He questioned her at a 
rapid-fire clip. When he was satisfied, he said his goodbyes 
and hung up. 

“Who were these guys?” Satoshi demanded. 

“Guys who probably aren’t going to walk again, if it’s any 
consolation.” 

“Tell me their names!” 

“T don’t know. It doesn’t matter. They got what was coming to 
them, and then some.” 

Satoshi was quaking with rage, but after some pacing around, he 
managed to calm down. 

“And how are you? Looks like they didn’t go down without a 


fight.” 

“Well, there were three of them. So I think I came out alright, 
considering.” 

Satoshi patted him on the shoulder. “Thank you so much, man. I 
don’t want to think about what would have happened if you hadn’t 
been there.” 

Masa shrugged. “What else could I do?” 

“Come on, let’s get you cleaned and bandaged up.” Satoshi put an 
arm around Masa and began walking him toward Taichi’s place. 

Satoshi heard a door bang open further down the alleyway. He saw 
Taichi bound up the stairs and stop in his tracks when he saw the two 
of them approaching. 

“Holy shit, Masa, what happened to you? Lose a fight with some 
schoolgirls?” Taichi said with a snicker. “No, wait, you tried to rob 
some manga comics from some kids and lost the ensuing fight?” 

Satoshi watched as his younger self dropped his arm from Masa’s 
shoulder when Taichi appeared, and he winced. Masa looked over 
with a hurt look. 

“He was in a fight, protecting my sister from some guys,” Satoshi 
said. “I’m going to get him cleaned up.” 

Taichi waved them in curtly. “Alright. Be quick, and do it in the 
backroom. And don’t you go bleeding all over the place, Masa.” 

Satoshi watched the three of them disappear down the staircase. 
He turned back to the main street and walked down towards the 
station. 

He had been searching for weeks now, with nothing to show for it 
but these ghosts and apparitions. Visions of the way things were. 

But Vasili wasn’t interested in Masa’s ghost. He wanted the man in 
the flesh and blood. And soon he had to go see Vasili and tell him that 
he had come up empty-handed so far. 

He thought the big man would understand, given their 
relationship. But with guys like Vasili, it was impossible to tell. 


Chapter Nine 


“So, scorch the earth, then?” 

“Scorch the earth.” 

Tengu nodded. “Alright. ’ll get my men on it. We’ll turn the city 
upside down, give it a good shake, and see what falls out.” 

“T don’t care how you do it, I want this killer caught. Killing Yukari 
was a shot across the bow aimed at me. And I will not let it stand.” 

“Understood. Just so long as you know that this will not end well.” 

“No, but it will end.” 

Later that same day in the bar atop Hyperion, Vasili had much the 
same conversation with Chieko. 

“True, itll end,” she said. “But you’re going to piss off a lot of 
people along the way.” 

“The longer this goes on, the weaker I look. Now this guy isn’t just 
dumping bodies in my territory, he’s targeting people close to me. If I 
don’t hit back, someone might think I’m weak. Take a shot 
at the king.” 

“T’ve been hearing whispers to that effect. Alright, I’ll see what I 
can do. I don’t have the pure muscle that Tengu does, but—” 

“T know you don’t. So work your contacts, find out anything you 
can, then bring it to me or Tengu.” 

Then later, the same conversation again. This time with Kozu. 

“My contacts, eh?” Kozu said. “I suppose I can do that.” 

“But that’s not all I need from you,” Vasili said. “I need you to 
keep an eye out for Masa too. I need to see him.” 

“Will do, but he’s been MIA for weeks now. The fucker didn’t even 
give me two weeks’ notice. I mean, I know he’s a sociopathic thug, but 
still. It’s professional courtesy.” 

“Right,” Vasili said without cracking a smile. “Has he been in 
contact with you at all? Or with anyone around you?” 

“Not with me, nor with anyone. That I’ve heard about, anyway.” 

“Let me know if he makes contact. Immediately. Understood?” 

“Got it. Don’t suppose you'll tell me what it’s about 
now, will you?” 

“No.” 

“Alright.” 

“Something else I need from you.” 


“IT am yours to command, my liege lord,” Kozu said with a bow. 
“That was you guys, right?” 

“That was Europe. I’m from Russia.” 

“Oh. Well, you all look the same to us.” 

“Noted. Now listen carefully. This is important and needs to be 
handled delicately.” 

“Well, my guys and I mainly beat people up for money. So if you 
want subtlety, maybe I’m not the best choice ...” 

Vasili ignored him. “I need you to put out word—carefully and 
discreetly now—that you can be flipped. Maybe you are angry at me 
for something and are willing to consider turning on me. Can 
you do that?” 

Kozu was silent. He almost looked stunned, if such a man could be 
stunned. “I... you want me to ...” 

“Tf Masa hears it, maybe he thinks he can contact you. If this serial 
killer hears it, maybe they contact you to bring me down from inside.” 

“Okay ... wow,” Kozu said. Then something occurred to him. 
“Have you told the other lieutenants? I don’t want Tengu or someone 
finding out the wrong way and bringing you my head.” 

“Tengu knows. The others don’t need to know. We have to play 
this tight against the chest.” 

Kozu nodded, still looking uncertain. 

“Alright.” 

After convincing Kozu, it was on to see Hikaru next. 

“Anything you hear, from Masa or otherwise, you report to 
me, got it?” 

“Report to you? I already do that,” Hikaru said. 

Vasili had come to the Underground, Hikaru’s headquarters, 
instead of summoning him to Hyperion as a sign of deference. He felt 
the display of respect was warranted, considering Hikaru was still raw 
about losing his cousin based on Vasili’s decision. In addition to 
Hikaru, one of his dealers had been there shooting the shit with his 
boss when Vasili had arrived. 

“That’s all I ask. This serial killer is circling closer to our entire 
organization, and I want him caught. Plus, with him gone, people will 
feel safer walking the streets at night. Which means more people 
partying, which means more people buying your product.” 

“So it’s a win-win, really?” Hikaru said. “Everyone comes out 
ahead this way.” 

Vasili nodded. He couldn’t tell from Hikaru’s tone if he was 
mocking him, but he strongly suspected it. 

“All ’m asking for is information. Have your guys ask around, 
work your contacts, and bring anything you find to me or Tengu. 
We'll do the rest.” 


Hikaru nodded. “Well, you heard the man,” he said to his dealer 
next to him. “Ask around.” 

“T’m on it,” the man said. 

“Your name?” Vasili said, holding out his hand. 

“Okabe, sir, it’s an honor to meet you.” 

Vasili nodded as he gave his hand a firm pump. “Likewise. Spread 
the word, alright?” 

“Will do!” With that, Okabe snapped a salute and took off for the 
door, already dialing his cell phone on the way. 

“Good kid,” Vasili said. 

“The best. Now, is there anything else I can help you with?” 

Vasili shook his head. He walked out without another word. 


Satoshi looked at the city spread out before him as the glass elevator 
slowly ascended. He was in the elevator with a group of clubber kids 
who were heading up to Club Hyperion for a good time. Not him. He 
had been summoned by the big man himself. This couldn’t be good. 
He had been hunting Masa for over a week, with nothing to show for 
his troubles except some bruises. 

He stepped out of the elevator after the clubbers. But while they 
lined up in front of the bouncer, he was waved through with a nod of 
recognition. Instead of winding through the black drapes that formed 
several rows that snaked their way to the club entrance, he walked 
against the wall, pushing the drapes away as he went. 

It was still early, but there was a good crowd already. He paused 
when he reached the main dance floor to look out. It was only half-full 
now, but even that was a veritable sea of people swaying along to the 
music (still too early for dancing). The flashing strobe lights and lasers 
illuminated the crowd at odd intervals, giving them a strange sense of 
motion. Satoshi walked on until he arrived at the office door. Jun 
opened it when he knocked and waved him in. Jun’s expression gave 
nothing away, leaving Satoshi still unsure of what he was in for. Vasili 
looked up from his desk but said nothing. 

“You wanted to see me?” 

Vasili nodded. He stood up and walked to the door, motioning for 
Satoshi to follow. “Come.” 

They walked out of the office and down the tight spiral stairway 
next to it to the floor below, then the floor below that. The third floor 
down contained a large room set up as a restaurant. In one far corner 
from where they entered was a small lounge, with a bar area in the 
other corner. It was one of Vasili’s favorite places to do business. 


Vasili went up to the bar and was promptly handed two drinks. Did 
they just know his order? Satoshi thought. Or were they told to put 
something in one of those? 

Vasili nodded with his head towards a table against the wall. They 
took a seat and Vasili handed him his drink. Then he just sat there, 
sipping from his own. They were quiet for a while, until Satoshi 
started to suspect he had missed a question. Or maybe Vasili was 
trying to rattle him, push him off-balance. Finally, after what seemed 
like ages, Vasili spoke. 

“Let me ask you question, Satoshi. If someone murdered your 
mother, or sister, or someone close to you, what would you 
do to them?” 

Satoshi considered this. “Everything.” 

Vasili held his gaze for a long moment, then looked away. He 
nodded. 

“Whether that’s the right decision or not, I don’t know,” Satoshi 
said. “I really don’t.” 

“T used to believe in things like right decisions and wrong 
decisions,” Vasili said. “But they don’t exist. There’s only the decision 
you make, that you follow through to the end. No matter how dark of 
a place it takes you. You’re only in danger when you start second 
guessing yourself.” 

Satoshi just nodded. He didn’t know what to say to that. 

“So how are things?” Vasili asked. 

“Look, I know what this is about, and I’m sorry I haven’t found 
Masa. I’ve been looking, I’m out there every day, but ... he’s a ghost.” 

“Is alright. I figured man like that would be hard to find, if he 
didn’t want to be found. I don’t blame you, or anything.” Vasili 
seemed oddly disconnected. He didn’t appear angry, just aloof. Satoshi 
didn’t know if he should take that as a good sign or a terrifying one. 

“Tm trying, though.” 

“T know you are. I don’t doubt you.” 

Vasili just sat there, staring out at the city. Satoshi started to grow 
increasingly uncomfortable. 

“T had a parlay with Masa, a little while ago. I asked him what this 
was about.” 

“And what did he say?” Vasili asked, still looking out the window. 

“He wouldn’t tell me.” 

“Oh?” 

“Said knowing would put me in danger too. With you, I mean.” 

Vasili still said nothing. 

“And that may be. But I have to ask. Why? What is Masa to you?” 

“A loose thread. Or loose stitch, more like. If the right person tugs 
on it, it would open me right up. Spill my guts everywhere.” 


“Ts that a metaphor or something?” 

“T don’t even know anymore.” Another long pause. “I put hit on 
Chobei, which I asked Masa to do. But instead he recorded the 
conversation. And now he’s gone rogue.” 

“Holy shit,” Satoshi said, leaning back in his chair. “Holy shit. If 
Chobei knew ... if the shacho knew ...” 

“There would be war,” Vasili said, finishing the thought for him. 
“And bloodshed. They’d storm the gates and put all our heads on 
spikes. Is why I asked you to find Masa. To get to him before he went 
public with this.” He was silent a moment. “Naturally, is not matter 
you can tell anyone about. I only mention it because I trust you.” 

Satoshi nodded. That actually meant a lot to him. 

“Okay, but why Chobei? Why go over the shacho’s head like that?” 

“That man is liability. He is sociopath who’ll bring the whole 
house down around us unless someone does something about it. He’s 
come close on three separate occasions over the last year. And that 
was just one year. He is danger to everything we hold dear. The 
shacho would never agree to have her own son eliminated, of course. 
So I took it on myself to do it. Or tried to, at least.” 

“Why risk it? I mean, you know better than anyone what the 
shacho would do to you if she found out.” 

“T knew the risk. But I had to do it, for the machine.” 

“The what?” 

“This, all of this,” Vasili said, waving his hand at the city beyond. 
“The structure and order I’ve created here in my corner of city. What 
else is there for me, if not this?” 

Satoshi said nothing. 

“You ever think about getting out?” Vasili asked. 

The suddenness of the question caught Satoshi off guard. “I ... 
yeah, sometimes. I’m going to be a dad soon.” 

Vasili smiled. “You’ll be a good dad.” 

“T hope so.” 

“No, you will, Satoshi. You’ve got a good heart. And I’m 
sorry for you.” 

“Sorry for me?” Satoshi asked. “For what?” 

“About all this ... about everything to come ... about how it’s all 
going to turn out.” 

Satoshi was starting to get uneasy. “And how is that?” 

“Underwater.” Vasili finished his drink and set it down. “Because 
guys like you and me, Satoshi, there’s no saving us. We’re not tied to 
the ship, but we’ll go down with it anyway.” 

“How do you figure?” 

“Because what else is there for us? Even if another ship were 
coming, I doubt we’d get on. We’re all alone out in the water. In the 


darkness.” 

“We don’t know that,” Satoshi said quietly. “I mean, there’s got to 
be something else for us.” 

“Maybe, maybe,” Vasili said absentmindedly. Then his eyes 
snapped back into focus and he looked at Satoshi. “But before that, 
let’s try to right this sinking ship we’re on. What do you say?” 

“Yeah, alright.” 

“Good. That’s why I need you to find Masa. Trusting him was 
stupid of me, now I need to put him down. And you, you know him 
better than anyone. So I’m afraid I must ask you to find him. And now 
I’m asking—not threatening like before. I am sorry for that.” 

Satoshi waved it off. “You were within your rights to do so.” 

“You do this, and if you want out, I let you out. Go raise your kid. 
Go be family man.” 

Satoshi didn’t say anything. 

“Can I count on you for this?” Vasili asked. 

Satoshi nodded. He owed the man this much. At least. “Of course.” 

“Thanks.” 

“What about you? When this is over, will you get out?” 

Vasili smiled a pained smile and looked out the window. 

“Part of me wants to. Part of me wants to let the machine fly off 
the rails. Let it crash and burn. But I can’t bring myself to do that. I 
built this monstrosity around me, and now I’m trapped inside it.” 

“There’s always a way out.” 

“True, true. But is not just me keeping machine alive. Machine is 
keeping me alive too. I don’t know if I could breathe without it at this 
point.” 


Chapter Ten 


“And you’re sure you want to go through with this?” Watanabe asked, 
peering into the void beyond the shattered plywood barrier. “You 
think it’s safe?” 

“Mmm, probably not. But that’s why I brought backup.” 

Watanabe looked from Mei to Kentaro and back. “Just the three of 
us? You sure you don’t want to call in Kato and Ina?” 

“Tt might be more dangerous with them here,” Kentaro muttered as 
he stepped through the portal to the underground. 

The other two members of the team had not taken kindly to their 
new assignments. Following their recent insubordination, Mei had 
them following up on bogus leads on Tsukishima and some of the 
other reclaimeds in Tokyo Bay. At the station, they would complain 
loudly and often to anyone who would listen. But rather than seeing it 
as a waste of manpower, Mei felt they were getting more done 
without those two hindering their efforts. 

“T think the three of us are plenty for this job.” 

Mei followed Kentaro into the dark. Watanabe sighed, then walked 
after them. They began descending into the bowels of the station. The 
walls and floor grew slicker and heavier with slime and mold as they 
went. Mei shone her light over the wall next to them as they 
descended. It was black with mold and tufts of spores with blackish 
stalks. Kentaro reached out with one gloved hand to touch it. 

“Don’t touch the walls!” Mei barked from behind. 

“We’re wearing gloves,” Kentaro said, his hand inches from the 
spores. 

“Trancespore can grow in clothing. You don’t want to take any of 
it back with you.” 

He pulled his hand back. “Good point.” 

As they reached the bottom of the stairs, they found themselves in 
a large walkway for the underground mall beneath the station. In the 
lead, Watanabe fumbled with his light before clicking it on and aiming 
it up at the dim walkway ahead. Mei gasped at the sight. 

The walkway was lined with faces staring back at them, with 
people at least three deep on either side. The meager light glinted in 
their eyes as they stood motionless. A few had the same skeletal tattoo 
work that Shigeo had, while most of the others’ faces were painted in 


nothing more than dirt. All stared back with empty, vacant eyes. 

“Are you the Invited?” Mei called out to no one in particular. 

“You are the Invited!” came a booming voice in response. 
“For you see—” 

“Oh, not this shit again,” Kentaro hissed under his breath. 

Down at this level, the water was several inches deep on the 
ground. Up ahead a man was approaching, which Mei could hear 
before she could see as he sloshed through the water. When he came 
into sight, Mei saw he had the same shifting facial tattoo as Shigeo. 
Just like Shigeo’s, it seemed to fluctuate and alter as one looked at it, 
depending on the light. Only down here in the dark, it took on a 
decidedly more sinister look than Shigeo’s had had under the station’s 
bright fluorescents. His face was cracked open in a welcoming grin. 

“You in charge here?” Mei asked. 

“T suppose you could say that,” the man said. “My name is Jin.” 

“Ah, we’ve heard so much about you. Now, Jin, is that a first name 
or a last name?” 

“Just Jin. But I must say, you do not look like the usual seekers 
we get here.” 

“We're with the police. We’d like to ask you a few questions.” 

“Yes, of course, right this way.” 

With that, Jin turned and began walking down the hallway he had 
come from. They tailed behind, walking past rows of filthy, broken- 
down stores lined in front by filthy, broken-down people. The place 
smelled of mold and rot, interspersed with hits of a gasoline odor. The 
Invited just stared at them as they walked past with glassy eyes. None 
of them moved, or even acknowledged their presence save for a slight 
turn of the head as they walked past. 

Beyond the people’s vacant expressions loomed the yawning, 
gaping maws of empty storefronts. Most were entirely dark, except for 
a few in which candlelight flickered or portable torches guttered. Mei 
saw people scurrying around in a few of them but couldn’t tell if they 
were living quarters or used for some other purpose. 

“You live down here?” Mei asked as they walked. 

“Many of those that come end up living here, yes. Most of us have 
nowhere else to go.” 

“IT don’t think I could do it,” Kentaro said. 

“You’d be surprised what you get used to when you don’t have a 
choice. Besides, it offers an ideal spot for my ... ministry, 
you could say.” 

“What about the water?” Watanabe asked. “One big typhoon or 
storm surge and you'll be up to your necks in runoff.” 

“The price you pay for affordable real estate, I’m afraid.” 

“That’s clever,” Mei said. “But I’d still be afraid of drowning.” 


“We do not fear death down here.” 

“Uh-huh. What’s in there?” Mei asked, gesturing towards a store 
that was locked up. The sign above indicated that it used to be a 
UNIQLO store in a former life. It was the only one here that 
was closed off. 

“Afraid we haven’t been able to get into that one yet,” Jin said 
with barely a glance. 

“They would have to have locked it even as the water was pouring 
in,” Kentaro mused. 

Their host chuckled ahead of them in the dark. “No doubt some 
store manager with his eyes on a corporate gig, afraid to violate 
company policy even with death closing in. Strange what some people 
regard as important. Even with death’s cold breath on their neck.” 

Watanabe wandered over and gave a pull on the door. It held firm. 
“Probably. Wonder if he made it out?” 

“T doubt it. This way please.” 

Jin ushered them into a restaurant and motioned for them to seat 
themselves around a table in the middle of the room. 

“Nice place you’ve got here,” Mei said. 

“Tt’s home,” Jin said with a shrug. “I don’t suppose I can interest 
you in anything to eat or drink, can I?” 

They all declined. 

“And you live here full-time?” 

“Yes, we have everything we need right here. Grow rooms for 
food, water purifiers, generators to power the essential equipment, 
living quarters. And if there’s something we need, the surface is just a 
few feet away.” He smiled devilishly. “But I doubt you came here 
purely for a social visit.” 

“Actually, we wanted to talk to you about one of yours,” Mei said. 
“We had a visitor up top recently, dressed in a unique manner similar 
to your own.” 

Jin smiled. “Yes, I know how I must look to you.” 

“Like a guy in an off-brand Halloween costume who got kicked out 
of a Santeria church for drinking too much?” 

“Yes! Yes! That’s good!” Jin said with a genuine laugh. “With such 
a quick wit, I’m surprised you haven’t caught that serial killer yet!” 

“That’s actually what we wanted to talk to you 
about,” Kentaro said. 

“Yes, how is Shigeo doing? I hope you’re treating him well—he’s a 
rather confused young man.” 

“So you know that he came to us?” Mei said. 

Jin nodded. “I suspected as much when you arrived. We had 
another poisoning recently. Some of our flock began hallucinating 
badly. It’s enough to lay most people out for a while, but Shigeo is 


made of sterner stuff.” 

“!'m sorry, a poisoning?” Mei asked. “Who would do such a 
thing?” 

“Tt’s not a matter of who, but of what,” Jin said, waving his hands 
towards the walls. There Mei saw a dense patch of mold and spores 
creeping up a spotted wall. 

“Claviceps negrum. Trancespore, some call it. It gets into our food 
sometimes, or every now and then a patch will flower and release 
spores into the air. Either way, a concentrated dose is enough to 
produce powerful hallucinations in a person. Usually combined with 
overwhelming feelings of dread, paranoia, even a psychotic break. I 
would imagine Shigeo was in the grip of such an episode when he 
wandered up top.” 

“That would certainly explain his testimony,” Kentaro said. “Have 
you tried eradicating it? Scrubbing it from your ... living area?” 

“We have,” Jin said with a nod. “But we just ended up releasing 
more into the air. It’s a hearty organism, this spore. Like it’s 
determined to get inside us, show us something, even.” 

“T heard that you take it intentionally, that it’s part of your . 
ritual or whatever.” 

Jin waved dismissively, his expression indicating that the notion 
was simply preposterous. “I’ve been poisoned with it before. Believe 
me, you do not want to see what it shows you.” With that, he looked 
straight at Mei. 

“What is it you’re doing down here, exactly?” Mei asked. 

“!’m showing people a new way. Extending an_ invitation, 
if you will.” 

“To what?” 

“To death. I’m showing people left behind by life and the living 
that there is another way. The land of the living has rejected them, 
but death welcomes us with open arms.” 

“But ... why?” was all Mei could ask. 

“Why what?” Jin replied, smiling sweetly. 

“Why preach death?” 

“Do you not see the world you live in, Detective Kimura? Is that it? 
Or do you see it, but refuse to believe your eyes?” 

Mei didn’t respond. 

“Tell me, do you know the story of Izanagi-no-Mikoto and Izanami- 
no-Mikoto?” 

“The god and_ goddess of creation in Japanese 
lore,” Watanabe said. 

“Close. Izanami is the goddess of creation, and death. According to 
lore, Izanami was burned alive giving birth to the fire god Kagu- 
tsuchi, and banished to the underworld. Izanagi followed her there, 


only to flee in terror when he beheld her decayed, worm-eaten corpse. 
He promised not to look, but couldn’t help himself, you see. In her 
shame and rage, she promised to kill a thousand living people a day. 
He swore to give life to one and a half for every one she claimed for 
death. Now, tell me, who do you think is winning? 

“Because when I look around at your world up top, I see nothing 
but death. There’s no sun anymore, the fog choked it off and left its 
light to die. Children and adults disappear into the gloom and turn up 
dead, if they turn up at all. Criminals make a mockery of the law as 
they butcher people, while the good lay down their arms and wait for 
death. Even breathing is fatal, now that the cancer’s airborne.” 

“You reckon you get a good sense of what’s going on up top from 
down here?” Kentaro asked. 

“Trust me, I see more clearly through my three eyes from down 
here than you see from your none,” Jin said with a vicious smile. 

“Tt’s a nice story,” Mei said. “But I’ve never been big on fairy 
tales.” 

“You believe in at least one fairy tale,” Jin said. He arched one 
eyebrow as he held a dirty finger towards the cross around her neck. 
“Unless that’s just a bauble you wear because it looks pretty.” 

“It’s not just decoration, it’s what I believe,” Mei said through 
gritted teeth. “And don’t call the death of our Lord and Savior a fairy 
tale again.” 

“Oh, my beliefs are fairy tales, but yours are immutable fact, are 
they? Why? Because someone told them to you as a child and they’ve 
remained credible ever since? Tell me, Detective Kimura, what other 
rigid beliefs do you have that are inviolable? What other airy notions 
hardened to fact in your brain and have escaped the harsh light of 
critical scrutiny?” 

Mei remained silent, not wishing to get dragged into his mind 
games. 

“Because I can tell you that my beliefs were hard-won, each and 
every one. The belief that things would get better had to be beaten out 
of me, quite literally, a number of times before I accepted what the 
voice was telling me. Before I accepted Her calling. Just because you 
don’t like something, that doesn’t make it untrue. Look around you— 
the people you see here have been rejected, spurned, cast out. There is 
no place for them anymore among the living. But even outcasts and 
pariahs need something to believe in. I provide them with that.” 

“You’re not going to start killing people, are you?” Kentaro asked. 
He seemed almost annoyed. 

“We're not like those other belief systems,” Jin said. “We respect 
death. We invite, but do not compel.” 

“Just making sure.” 


“Now, what about Shigeo?” 

Kentaro answered. “We'll hold him for another day or two while 
we verify that he’s not a danger to himself or others. If he’s not, he’ll 
be released.” 

Jin nodded. Then his face brightened into a smile. “Well, then, 
anything else I can do for you?” 

Mei shook her head, then stood up. Her companions followed suit. 
As she was turning to go, Jin lunged at her, clasping her arm in a 
viselike grip. He moved too quickly for the others to respond. Jin 
stared at her intently from two wide, bloodshot eyes. 

“Putting on that badge, that costume, that mask, won’t save you 
from yourself, you know. You can hide from the dark all you want, 
but you can’t cast it out. It’s already inside you.” 

Mei jerked her arm away and backed up towards her companions. 
Jin’s affable smile was gone now, replaced by a predatory leer. 

“Come back anytime,” he said. “All are invited.” 

It sounded less like an invitation than a threat. 


Chapter Eleven 


“Oh God, am I dying? Is this dying? I think I’m dying. Why can’t I see 
anything?” 

“Open your eyes.” 

“They’re open, I just can’t see anything. I think—” 

“They’re not open. Open your eyes.” 

“Oh man oh man oh man oh shit oh fuck oh—” 

“If we wanted you dead, you’d be dead!” Tengu shouted. 

The man still wouldn’t take the hint. Instead, he began struggling 
against the ropes that tied him to the chair, causing the whole chair to 
rock. Tengu sighed. 

“T wouldn’t do that if I were you! Your position is 
precarious, let’s say.” 

The man finally opened his eyes, then gasped at what he saw. He 
was in a warehouse, perched near the edge of a gaping hole in the 
floor that fell away into darkness below. Luckily for people like 
Tengu, the disintegrating man-made islands out in Tokyo Bay were 
full of such places. For the people on his shitlist, however, it wasn’t so 
lucky. 

“Ohhh, fuuuuuck ...” The man began to sob. 

“Yeah. So here’s how this works. For every answer I get that I like, 
we move you away from the hole by one inch. For every answer I 
don’t like, you go an inch closer to hell.” 

The man strained against his restraints to see behind him as best 
he could. He could just barely make out Tengu’s form backlit by the 
bright factory lighting. He was with two of his soldiers. 

“What’s ... what’s down there?” 

“Hmm, you know, I don’t know. Did we ever figure out what’s 
down there?” he asked his assistants in a tone of genuine curiosity. 

“Well, there’s the three guys we sent down last night.” 

The man at the precipice began sniffling and fighting back a sob. 

“Right, but I mean underneath them. What’s the bottom?” 

“Sounded like water.” 

“Yeah, but it seemed to be farther down than you’d expect,” 
said another man. 

“Definitely,” the first soldier said. “They were falling for longer 
than I would have thought.” 


“Huh, how about that?” Tengu said. “I had no idea these islands 
were so high up. Learn something new every day, right? Or at least, I 
had better learn something new!” 

“Please!” the man sobbed. “I'll tell you anything you want to hear! 
Just don’t ... just don’t ...” 

Tengu smiled. It was almost too easy sometimes. 


The next day, Tengu and his men were at it with the same trick, but a 
different guy. One who didn’t scare so easily. 

“Alright, Asai, let’s try this again.” 

“Fuck you!” 

Tengu sighed, then nudged the chair closer to the edge with his 
foot. “See, I’m not saying you’re the killer per se. But—let’s be honest 
here—you’ve done this sort of thing before.” 

“Fuck you!” 

Tengu shook his head and nudged the chair again. “As much as I 
enjoy our mental sparring like this, ’m going to need to get some 
answers from you here. You’re already dangerously close to the edge.” 

“T ain’t fucking talking to you, or that cunt Vasili!” 

“See, that’s the other thing that made me think of you. Because 
you used to do some freelancing for The Rock, before you two had 
your falling out. Left on rather bad terms, as I recall. So I’m thinking, 
here’s this guy going around killing people, the way you like to, and 
targeting Vasili and those close to him. So that’s why I wanted us to 
have this little chat here. Set the record straight, you know? Give you 
a chance to plead your case.” 

“T don’t know shit. And even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you nothing!” 

Tengu nodded to one of his soldiers, who affixed something to the 
chair. He nodded at Tengu when he was done. 

“So you’re just going to leave me hanging?” Tengu asked. 

“Fuck you!” 

“Kinda hoping you’d say that at this point.” With that, Tengu gave 
the back of the man’s chair a hard shove with his boot, sending it 
plunging into the darkness below. The cord that his man, Fujita, had 
attached to it snapped taut once Asai had fallen about ten feet. Tengu 
peered down to see him hanging upside down from the chair he was 
tied to. It rocked back and forth against the compacted wall of dirt 
that formed part of the schism. 

“Fuck you, Tengu!” 

“Okay, just having some fun. Fujita, Hori, haul him up.” 

His men joined him on the ledge over the pit and peered down. 


“But, boss, it’s three in the morning,” Fujita announced in a loud 
voice. “We’ve been at it for nine hours straight. It’s quittin’ time.” 

“Yeah, union rules,” Hori chimed in. 

“But we’re right in the middle of something!” Tengu said with a 
smile. 

“Rules are rules, boss,” Hori said. 

“Damn these new union regulations!” Tengu shouted down into 
the pit. “Well, we’ll pick up here first thing in the morning, then.” 

“No, fuck you! You don’t just leave me down here!” Asai shouted. 
The rope holding him up began vibrating as he struggled in his chair. 

“Rules say we get at least twelve hours between shifts.” 

“Fine! Afternoon, then!” Tengu said. 

“You son of a whore!” 

Asai wailed and cursed as the footfalls on the concrete above 
retreated. Then the lights went out. He was left dangling there 
in the dark. 

True to their word, Tengu and his men returned exactly twelve 
hours later. They hauled Asai up and set him down. He was woozy 
from the blood that had pooled in his head overnight. 

“Now, then, where were we? Oh yeah, I was asking questions, and 
you were being difficult. You find the desire to talk while you were 
staring down at the bottom of that pit?” 

“Yes,” was all Asai said, his head hung down against his chest. 

“Good. Let’s start with you answering every last one of my 
questions.” 


“Hello, boys!” 

The men from Matsuo’s crew looked up, just as Tengu slid into the 
booth between them at the izakaya where they were having dinner. 
They looked furious enough to do him harm right then and there. The 
only thing stopping them was the fact that Tengu’s men were standing 
at the end of the table. They already had their hands cocked under 
their overcoats in the universal signal for I’ve already got my hand on 
my gun so don’t even fucking think about it. 

“Hideyoshi, Obinata ... eh ... the rest of you,” Tengu said, looking 
around the table. “I was wondering if we could have a brief chat?” 

“Fuck off,” Hideyoshi said. 

“Great,” Tengu said, ignoring him. “See, I was hoping we could 
talk about what happened to Tetsuo Kobayashi.” 

“If yow’re implying we had anything to do with that, you can take 
a flying fuck off a tall building, you ...” 


He trailed off midsentence when he heard both Hori and Fujita 
cock their weapons under their overcoats. 

“Finished?” Tengu asked with a pleasant smile. “Because I’m not 
accusing you of anything. Just asking for information is all. Which is 
heaps nicer than me demanding information, which is where this is 
going if you don’t start cooperating.” 

“We had nothing to do with his death,” Hideyoshi said. “He was 
out in this area the day he disappeared. But he didn’t meet with us.” 

“Where was he?” 

“He was at the Barrier site in the afternoon,” Hideyoshi said. “I 
think he stopped somewhere earlier that day, I’m not sure where.” 

“Anyone?” Tengu asked the table. 

“T don’t know this directly,” said one man. “But I heard he stopped 
in at HM Kensetsu that morning.” 

“Which is?” 

“One of Matsuo’s construction firms.” 

“So you’re telling me someone at one of those sites might know 
something. Correct?” 

“Yeah.” 

Tengu broke out into a smile. 

“See, that’s all ’'m asking, guys! Enjoy your meal,” Tengu said, 
picking up a piece of fried chicken from a platter on the table and 
popping it into his mouth. 

He walked out with a backward glance at the men still seated at 
the table. Then his own men fell in line behind him and they walked 
out the door. 

“Well, that was a waste of time,” Lee said as they got into the car 
outside. 

“Maybe,” was all Tengu said. 


Tengu rubbed his eyes. He looked around the small office located in 
the abandoned warehouse they were using for the interrogations. The 
light stand powered by the generator threw long shadows 
against the wall. 

Tengu put his reading glasses back on and glanced down at the list 
in his hand. He started checking off the names as he read them aloud 
to Fujita and Hori nearby. 

“Okay, let’s see ... didn’t know shit ... didn’t know shit ... gave us 
a name to check on...” 

“Yeah, but that sounded weak,” Fujita said. “Like he was just 
telling us what we wanted to hear.” 


“Agreed. Still worth a look, though. I sent Lee and Yano out after 
him. Where was I? Oh yeah, didn’t know shit ... didn’t know shit ... 
literally shit himself .... who are these two? Is __ this 
your handwriting, Hori?” 

“Yeah, those are referrals from Chieko. She said they might be 
worth talking to.” 

“Okay, Pll add them to the list. So let’s see, that brings us to . 
Hirotoshi here. What’s his story?” Tengu asked, taking his glasses off 
and rubbing his eyes. 

“Some junkie. He was overheard mouthing off about the killings. 
Kozu’s guy said he sounded like he knew something. Probably 
just bullshit, but ...” 

“But we have to check anyway, 
connected?” 

“He was, before falling on hard times. Used to run with a crew in 
Setagaya, I think.” 

“Alright, let’s see what he knows.” 

Tengu and his men walked down the hall to where Hirotoshi was 
sitting. It wasn’t the main floor where the pit was located. They had 
found that there was an easier way to get junkies talking. 

“Hi there!” Tengu said, entering the room. “How you feeling ... 
Hirotoshi, is it?” 

The suspect was seated in a metal chair under a single bulb, with 
long shadows stretched out all around. 

“A little rough, to be honest. Your guys won’t let me fix up.” 

“T can see that, you’re sweating quite a bit,” Tengu said, 
sympathetically. “Just need to ask you a few questions, and you’ll be 
on your way. Shouldn’t take more than a few hours.” 

“Oh man, I wish I was high for this. I don’t think I can deal with 
this sober.” 

“You wanna get high?” Tengu asked. He turned to Hori next to 
him. “You heard the man. Why don’t you cook the man a spoonful of 
breakfast?” 

Hori nodded and turned to get started. Tengu stopped him with a 
hand on his shoulder. “But just half a dose to start. I want him lucid 
enough to talk.” 

Soon their guest had been properly dosed and was looking relaxed. 
Tengu took a seat directly in front of him. “Now, what can you tell me 
about this serial killer business?” 

“Oh man, that’s some bad shit right there. I wouldn’t want to get 
caught by that guy. No way.” 

“Duly noted,” Tengu said. “I heard you were talking as if you 
might know something about it. So maybe you can be a little more 
specific.” 


”? 


Tengu said. “Right. Is he 


“Hey, man, this ain’t coming from me, but I heard something about 
it.” With that the man held up his hands in a don’t-shoot-the- 
messenger signal. 

“Tm all ears,” Tengu said. 

“No, man, you’re all nose!” the man said languidly before 
dissolving into a fit of giggling. 

Tengu heard a snort from behind him and turned around to see 
Hori shielding his mouth with one hand and trying not to laugh. 

“Sorry, just got something in my throat,” Hori said, unsuccessfully 
concealing a smile. 

“Get it out,” Tengu barked before turning back to their witness. 
“What do you know?” 

“Guy I know said he heard someone talking about it. Something 
about, like, they’re going to take away Vasili’s toys or something.” 

“Did he elaborate?” 

“Yeah, like, get rid of the guy making them, or whatever. Cut him 
off at the source. Now I don’t know what that means, figure it’s some 
code you use, but—” 

“Shit!” Tengu popped out of his chair and whipped his phone out. 
“Kameko? Get the big man, he’s gonna want to hear this.” 


Chapter Twelve 


give them nothing 


That was all the text message from Kentaro said. Mei slipped her 
phone back into her pocket. She looked up at the squat gray building 
where Major Ozaki of the Dark Army had asked her to come for their 
meeting. It looked like an abandoned public school, because in fact it 
was. The central branch of the Dark Army was using it as their 
temporary headquarters. 

Mei showed her credentials to the guard at the gate outside and 
was allowed to pass. As she walked through the front courtyard 
towards the building, she saw a squadron of recruits being led through 
calisthenics and strength training by someone who looked to be ex- 
military. Watching the fresh recruits put through their paces reminded 
her of her days in the police academy. 

She understood Kentaro’s qualms about the Dark Army, but they 
seemed to rest on a lot of hearsay and rumor. She wasn’t that familiar 
with the organization herself but figured any outfit that wanted to 
help clean up Tokyo couldn’t be all bad. The NPA was badly 
underfunded, understaffed, and overworked. If some volunteer do- 
gooders wanted to pick up some slack, good for them. All she cared 
about was the end results. She’d leave the politics to the politicians. 

She was escorted down the hallway of the abandoned school by 
one of the guards from the gate. Without saying a word, or so much as 
looking in her direction, he led her to the waiting room outside the 
principal’s office, where he stood stiffly at attention. Before long, 
Ozaki cracked the door to his office and beckoned her in. 

“T feel like ’'m back in school, waiting to see the principal,” Mei 
said as he waved her into a seat. 

Ozaki smiled. “I can’t imagine you spent much time in trouble with 
the principal.” 

“No. But I spent a lot of time talking to her, letting her know what 
was going on. Like if I heard a student bragging about defacing school 
property. Or saw a fight or something.” 

“So you were an informant on your classmates?” 

“T never thought of it that way, but I suppose I was. I was just 
trying to help keep the peace, so to speak.” 


“Yes, well, it seems like that trait has stuck with you. Frankly, it’s 
one of the reasons why I was so eager to work with you. You seem 
very driven, very dedicated. I like that.” 

“Thank you, sir,” Mei said. She didn’t know why she had called 
him “sir” there. Force of habit, maybe. 

He nodded. “Now I don’t want to step on your toes, or seem like 
I’m usurping authority in your investigation. I’m just offering you 
whatever assistance I can. We have a large volunteer force helping to 
patrol the streets. In addition, we also have ex-military and people 
with similar experience providing security services for politicians and 
influential members of the media, business community, you name it. 
Whatever resources I can offer you for your investigation, just 
let me know.” 

“Thank you. But I have to ask, just what is the Dark Army about? 
I’m afraid I don’t know much, aside from what bits and pieces I’ve 
heard on the news.” 

“Well, look around, Detective Kimura. Signs of institutional 
collapse abound. The government is overwhelmed, resources stretched 
thin. Hell, it’s fitting that we’re having this conversation here, in a 
school that was abandoned for lack of funds. The people serving here 
are tired of watching our country fall apart. We’re tired of saying that 
crime, the decline in public morality, and the dissolution of society is 
someone else’s problem.” 

“IT guess what I’m trying to get at is ... where do you fit into the 
grander scheme of public order?” 

“We like to see ourselves as occupying a ... supportive role. Law 
enforcement is strained to the limit, and we want to help. Most of our 
men have some form of martial or military training, and we know 
how to handle ourselves in difficult situations. Consider us an asset. So 
I'll ask again. What do you need from me?” 

“Well, as I said before, increased patrols in the area where the 
killer is most active would be a huge help. Kita at the Metro PD has 
been less than forthcoming there.” 

“Consider it done. What about behind the scenes? I have men who 
are former police; they could help with the investigative work. 
Background research, paperwork, that sort of thing.” 

“Thank you, but I wouldn’t be comfortable accepting help there. It 
would start raising some tricky questions regarding confidentiality.” 

“Understandable. Merely an offer.” 

“Also, we're still looking for Masahiro Shiku.” 

Ozaki’s eyes widened at the name. 

“Are you familiar with him?” 

“No, not personally. But I’ve heard the name somewhere. We'll 
keep an eye out.” 


“Okay, careful with that one, though. He’s a potentially dangerous 
individual.” 

Ozaki smiled. “We’ll be careful. Anything else? Any other suspects 
to keep an eye on? Leads to follow up?” 

“We're still looking. But T’ll let you know as soon as we have 
something.” 

“What about a pattern with the victims? Any common thread?” 

Mei considered her response to this. She didn’t know if this was 
innocent curiosity about the case, or if he was leading her somewhere. 
Kentaro’s warning flashed through her mind, but in the end she 
decided to be open about it. Some of the papers were already running 
with the story that it was somehow related to organized crime, so she 
had nothing to lose by telling him. 

“No definite pattern with the early victims, aside from possible 
involvement in organized crime. Except for Detective Suga, of course.” 
She considered that for a moment. “Probably.” 

Ozaki raised an eyebrow in an obvious question mark, but 
remained silent. 

“Later victims seemed tied to one man in particular, Vasili 
Loginovski.” 

Ozaki leaned back with an expression that seemed to say, Yes, that 
was the answer I was looking for. 

“Do you know the name?” Mei asked. 

“The Rock? Oh yes, of course,” Ozaki said bitterly. “He and his 
syndicate are a plague on this city. If it were up to me, I’d execute 
every last one of them and be done with it.” 

“That’s ... rather extreme, don’t you think?” 

Ozaki paused. “Yes, of course, forgive me. Sometimes I get carried 
away. But I honestly believe that the Kaisha and these other criminal 
syndicates are among the worst blights on this city. Hell, on Japan as 
a whole. They spread their corruption throughout society, even to the 
police that they’ve bought and paid for. It’s one of the reasons I helped 
to start the Dark Army. Someone needs to watch the watchers.” 


“Alright, so where are we?” Mei asked. 
The members of her team just looked at her, waiting for her to 
continue. That was fine. The question was mostly rhetorical anyway. 
“Ah yes. So I’ve established that it’s most likely a team of men 
working together. This is based on eyewitness testimony. But the 
source is somewhat unreliable, so it’s not certain. Anybody else turn 
anything up on this?” 


Her team looked back at her. Some blinked. Others swayed in their 
chairs. 

“Anyone?” 

As if he was being put out, Ina raised his hand like a schoolboy 
with the answer. Mei motioned for him to go on impatiently. 

“Me and Kato found someone out on the reclaimed islands that 
would speak with us.” 

“And?” 

“Now I know you don’t want us interrogating witnesses or doing 
our job or anything,” Ina sniffed. “But we went ahead and 
talked to him.” 

“You’re supposed to do your job,” Mei said. “The only thing you’re 
not supposed to do is torture people in custody.” 

“What did he say?” Watanabe asked. 

“He said that word on the street is that those guys in the factory 
were syndicate men.” 

“Well, we know that Masa was there—” 

“Not just Masa, but the other guys too.” 

“Who are they affiliated with in the syndicate?” Mei asked. 

“Well, Minato Ward is Vasili’s territory, so I’'d say he’s the most 
likely candidate.” 

“We don’t know that for a fact, though,” Kentaro said. 

“No,” Kato said. “But these guys don’t often cross boundaries. At 
least not without permission.” 

“IT think we should be taking a closer look into Vasili and his 
people,” Ina said. 

“Noted,” Mei said. “What else do we have?” 

“Does that mean you want us to start looking into them?” Ina 
asked. 

“Not right now. I'll handle that. I’m planning to look into Tetsuo’s 
final few stops before disappearing. A source told me he was at the 
site of a company called HM Kensetsu and was one of the contractors 
working on the Barrier right before disappearing.” 

“Who’s the source?” Watanabe asked. 

“Just one of my contacts. Kentaro, do you have time to accompany 
me out there?” 

Kentaro nodded. 

“Good. We’ll see where that leads and decide how to proceed from 
there. Watanabe, what have you got?” 

“Well, I’ve been doing some more background research on the 
older victims. Think I may have a lead on Alyona Petrov, our second 
victim.” 

“What did you find?” Kentaro asked. 

“Tt turns out her plane ticket was purchased by a man named 


Bogdan Petrov, on behalf of a so-called modeling agency called STK 
Modeling. It’s essentially a shell, but my sources were able to locate 
several other women brought over by the same company. One of them 
told me that she worked with Alyona at a few different 
establishments. Primarily one called Kabuki Lounge. It’s an upscale 
hostess club featuring mostly foreign women from the Slavic bloc. As 
you’d imagine, it’s owned by the Kaisha.” 

“This sounds like it’s got Vasili Loginovski’s fingerprints all over 
it,” Kato said. 

“You’d think that,” Watanabe said. “But it’s outside his territory 
over in Kabukicho. Tracing the club’s ownership is basically a shell 
game, but we believe it’s owned by a man named Manabu Yoshii. It’s 
a longshot at this point, but I think it’s a lead worth pursuing.” 

“Absolutely,” Kato said with a grin. “And if you need me to go 
undercover, I will graciously accept this dangerous assignment.” 

“Yeah, me too!” Ina put in. 

“Get laid on your own time,” Mei said. “This doesn’t call for 
undercover work. We’re just going to ask them some questions. In 
fact, ll take this one too. I want you guys to stay on research. It’s 
turning up some valuable leads.” 

Kato leaned over to Ina and whispered something to him that was 
inaudible to Mei. Ina smiled. Mei turned to Kato. 

“Let me guess, a lesbian joke. Right?” 

The smile died on his face. 

“Like I haven’t heard them all by this point. Alright, if there’s 
nothing else, let’s get to work.” 


“Hey, boss!” 

Hikaru looked up from his ledger when he heard Okabe calling 
from across the bar. It was nearly empty at this time of day. The 
perfect time to get the accounting done. 

“What?” 

“T think I’ve got something for you!” 

“Well?” Hikaru asked, not seeing anything in the man’s hand. 

“Okay, so I was asking around, like you told us—” 

“Actually, it was Vasili who told you that.” 

“Right, the big boss. So anyway, I was talking to this clubber chick 
I used to bang, and she told me that she was there the night that guy 
got killed outside Hyperion!” 

Hikaru motioned for Okabe to take a seat. “And?” 

“And she got a look at one of the guys who grabbed him after he 


got tossed from the club. In fact, she said she used to date him, so 
she knows—” 

“Hold up, you’re sure you can trust what this chick says?” 

“Well, she was probably exaggerating about the dating part. She’s 
more the fuck-buddy kind of girl, but—” 

“T was talking more about her eyewitness testimony.” 

“Oh yeah, she’s solid. A little druggy, maybe, but she always held 
her shit together. Good memory too. So anyway, she said one of the 
guys who grabbed him is yakuza with connections around the 
Kabukicho area. So I’m thinking maybe there’s a connection to 
Akiyama, or Miyagi, or one of the other bosses out there, you know?” 

“You want me to take the word of some druggy clubber chick and 
run it up the flagpole to Vasili?” Hikaru said, folding his arms over his 
chest. “Sounds a little thin.” 

“Totally! But check this out: I was talking with another friend of 
mine who’s got connections to Yoshii’s crew, and he said—” 

“Hold on, got connections how? Like he’s actually walking the 
Path, or just a gun for hire?” 

“He’s freelance. Gun for hire.” 

Hikaru snorted. “This ought to be good.” 

Okabe resumed, more reserved than before. “So anyway, he said 
that one of Yoshii’s crews has been active around Tsukishima a lot 
lately. Something real hush-hush like. He even says that one of those 
guys hasn’t been around lately. Like he’s disappeared or something.” 

Hikaru looked nonplussed and made an Is that it? gesture with 
his hands. “And?” 

“And? Tetsuo got got on Tsukishima, so it sounds like maybe 
there’s something there. Possibly.” 

“You think so?” Hikaru said icily. 

“Well ... yeah, taken together, I figured it’s at least 
worth looking into.” 

Hikaru sighed. “Alright, Pll let them know.” With that, he went 
back to his ledger. 

When Okabe didn’t take the hint and fuck off, Hikaru waved a 
hand as if to shoo him away. Okabe kept sitting there. 

“Well, are you going to tell them? The big man made it seem like it 
might be urgent.” 

Shooting his underling a harsh look, Hikaru took out his phone 
and began dialing. “Fine, I’ll call now.” 

Okabe nodded, clearly not sure if he had fucked up 
somehow or not. 

“You can go now,” Hikaru said, waving his hand away again. 

He watched Okabe walk over to the door and turn around again 
before disappearing outside with a confused look on his face. When he 


had gone, Hikaru canceled the dial and put his phone down. 


Chapter Thirteen 


Satoshi emerged into the grimy hall that led to Tengu’s lair. Along the 
wall to his right was a painted dragon that stretched on for about 
twenty feet. It wound its way up the staircase, through the handrail, 
and around the corner, ending just before the restaurant’s door. On 
the wall on the right were paintings of oni, tengu, and other mythical 
demons. The other businesses renting space in the building must hate 
the wall paintings. But they lent a nice atmosphere to the entrance to 
Oni no Kubi, the restaurant that served as Tengu’s base of operations. 

It was early still, at only four in the afternoon. He nodded to some 
of the restaurant staff he recognized on the way in, as they busily 
prepared to open. The hostess smiled when she saw him and pointed 
to a back corner. There he saw Tengu sitting alone in the corner 
reading the paper. 

Tengu looked up and smiled when he saw Satoshi approach. He 
waved him into the seat opposite, then set down his paper and took 
off his reading glasses. 

“Satoshi, long time no see, brother.” 

“How are you, Tengu?” 

“T’'m good. Busier now that you’re off on some secret mission for 
the big man, but good. Hey, you want a beer? Something to eat? I can 
have the kitchen whip something up for you.” 

“T can’t stay long, unfortunately. I have an appointment soon. But I 
wanted to ask a favor, if I could. About that ‘secret mission’ you 
mentioned.” 

“Oh? You want to go into the backroom?” 

The “backroom” Tengu spoke of was the manager’s room, where 
Tengu handled sensitive Kaisha business that the restaurant staff 
didn’t need to know about. It was decorated with motivational posters 
and charts detailing different Japanese and foreign management 
strategies. Satoshi had always figured that Tengu’s obsession with 
management techniques had started out as a joke. But considering 
how much Tengu dropped references to KPIs and Six Sigma strategies 
into his everyday conversations with his soldiers, Satoshi couldn’t tell 
anymore. Tengu was the only person he knew who was capable of 
both strictly enforcing the 5S’s of workplace management and splitting 
a person’s head open with just his fists. 


“No, here’s fine.” 

“What’s up?” 

“I can’t go into too much detail, but basically I need to find Masa 
for the big man. Haven’t had much luck so far. But the Festival of 
Knives is this week—have you heard of it?” 

“The Festival of Knives? Yeah, isn’t that the monthly circle-jerk the 
right-wingers and ultranationalists hold over by Yasukuni?” 

“Pretty much. They also have a fighting tournament as part of it. 
This month is the semifinals for the yearly finals next month. Masa 
will be there.” 

“You really think Masa would show up at the Festival of Knives 
when he knows you’re looking for him?” Tengu asked. 

“He can’t not show up. There will be thousands of people watching 
him and cheering the fighters on. Masa needs attention and validation 
the way we need food and water.” 

“True. But it’d be risky of him.” 

“Look, you don’t know Masa like I do. He’s been doing these fights 
since as far back as I care to remember. Back when it was just the 
brownshirts in the Japan Patriot’s Society getting together to beat 
each other up in empty basements and car parks. He'll be 
there. Trust me.” 

Tengu nodded. “Alright. You need backup, I’m there for you.” 

“TJ don’t want to trouble you. I know you’ve got your hands full. 
But if you could spare Hiro, or Lee, or someone, I'd appreciate it. I 
don’t know what the festival will be like, so it might pay to have some 
backup.” 

“T do have my hands full. But my job is to round up shitheels and 
question them about the serial killer. And it sounds like I might run 
into a few at this thing. We’ll call it a working playdate. Besides, I 
want to see one of these things for myself.” 

“Alright, sounds good.” 

“And what’s the other thing?” 

“Huh?” 

“What’s the other thing troubling you?” 

“That obvious?” Satoshi asked. 

“Eh, you’ve got your tells.” 

Satoshi nodded. He sat quietly thinking about how to broach the 
subject. He hadn’t really planned on talking about it, but he felt 
comfortable discussing it with Tengu. He was probably one of the few 
people who’d understand. 

“Tengu ... do you ever ... have doubts? About what we do?” 

“Nope. Vasili’s always done right by me. I trust the big man.” 

“Tm not talking about that. I mean ... walking the Path. Is this all 
it’s ever going to be? Is this all I’m ever going to be? Just a thug 


cracking skulls on command?” 

“No. I think the big man has ideas for you to move up the ladder. 
But what’s wrong with what you do now? You’re good at what you do. 
Most people don’t even have that to fall back on.” 

“Well, I had a good teacher.” 

“The best!” Tengu said with a smile. “And most modest too.” 

“Even if I’m a lieutenant, or whatever Vasili has planned, I guess I 
just don’t know about how that works with a kid. I mentioned I’m 
having a kid soon, right?” 

“You did. Though I believe your exact words were something 
closer to ‘Oh shit, Tengu. Oh fuck, she’s pregnant. Oh shit oh shit oh 
shit. What am I going to do?’ But I’m just paraphrasing there.” 

“Yeah, sounds about right. I’m past that phase now.” 

“Yeah? Where are you at now? The my-life-is-over phase, or the 
calm resignation phase?” 

“Somewhere between the calm resignation phase and the actually- 
excited-to-be-a-dad phase.” 

Tengu smiled. “That’s the best one.” 

“Yeah. It’s nice. But I just worry about doing this job and trying to 
have a family, you know?” 

Tengu nodded. “I know. I worried about that shit too when Aika 
first got pregnant. But you manage. It’s nice, actually, having a family 
to come home to. Like, it gives you a reason sometimes, you know?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Like, if I come back from a particularly shitty day, or from an 
ugly job, or something, and I see my kids, it’s a reminder of why I do 
what I do. They’re the reason. And I would put up with just about 
anything—put up with all the ugliness and filth, the things I have to 
do sometimes—because I’m doing it for them. I’m doing it so that my 
kids can have it better than me. Does that make sense?” 

Satoshi nodded. “I get what you mean.” 

“Yeah, keeps you grounded. And when your back’s against the 
wall, it’s just another reason to keep fighting.” 

“Thanks, Tengu. For everything.” 

“Anytime, brother. After all, you’ve got to look out for family.” 


“Hey, sorry I’m late,” Satoshi said as he entered their apartment. 
Hisoka looked up at him. She was seated on the couch with the 
birth coach in a chair facing her. She beamed at him. It made him feel 
good to make her happy. It also made him feel like shit to know that 
the bar was now set so low that just following through on a simple 


promise could earn him a smile like that. 

“Tt’s alright. We just sat down.” 

The woman stood and bowed to Satoshi, introducing herself as 
Komagata. Satoshi introduced himself, then sat down next to Hisoka 
on the couch. 

“We were just discussing possible prenatal diseases to be wary of,” 
Komagata said. “Not because I mean to scare you, but because I think 
everyone should be aware of the risks.” 

“Satoshi and I were talking about this the other day,” Hisoka said. 
“Ts it true that the Zika virus is now in Japan?” 

“Yes, it is, but I wouldn’t worry about it.” 

“Don’t worry about it?” Satoshi asked. “Sorry, but isn’t that the 
virus that decimated large parts of South and Central America?” 

“Yeah, I remember how horrible the news coverage was a few 
years ago when it was rampant,” Hisoka said. “All those babies born 
with tiny heads from microcephaly. Plus, I hear it can make you 
infertile, if it doesn’t kill you outright.” 

Komagata put her hands up. “Alright, now let me tell you why you 
shouldn’t worry. The version of Zika found in Japan was from a man 
in Shikoku who picked it up while traveling through the United States. 
And it was the FIZ-135 variety, which is much more benign. Yes, it 
can still cause microcephaly, but it’s rare. It only happens with about 
one percent of pregnant women. And it’s unlikely it will spread 
beyond this one man in Shikoku.” 

“That’s a relief,” Hisoka said. 

“The variety that nearly wiped out the Americas was FIZ-597. And 
that one you don’t need to worry about either, because there is little 
chance of it making it out of the quarantine areas. I’d put it out of 
your mind. There are other, more pressing things to worry about.” 

“Such as?” 

“Well, have you heard of Tianjin’s disease?” 

Out of the corner of his eye, Satoshi saw Hisoka shudder. “The 
glass babies.” 

Komagata nodded. “Exactly. Now, so far it’s been—” 

“Wait, glass babies?” Satoshi asked. 

“They’re called that because the babies are born with skin that is 
so thin that it’s almost translucent. They die almost immediately upon 
exposure to air. It usually kills the mother too, as it tends to cause 
severe internal bleeding.” 

“Fuck me,” Satoshi said leaning back. “And this is in Japan?” 

“Well, it’s mainly in and around the Tianjin region in northern 
China. But there have been two cases of glass babies in Japan.” 

“What causes it?” Hisoka asked. 

“We don’t know, unfortunately. The best guess is the industrial 


pollution in that area. But then the cases that have appeared in Japan 
or elsewhere were people without any connection with the region. So, 
doctors are baffled.” 

“Well, then how do we guard against it?” Satoshi asked. 

“Your best bet is to avoid pollution as much as possible.” 

Satoshi stood up and walked over to the window. He pointed to 
the milky haze of fog illuminated different colors by the neon lights of 
Shibuya outside their window. 

“Yes, well, wear a respirator, avoid prolonged exposure, always 
be sure to—” 

“You know, it almost sounds like the safest thing for a child is to 
move out of the city,” Hisoka said. 

Komagata smiled. It was a look of resignation. “Yeah. It is. And I 
always used to tell people that first. But I stopped pushing it after a 
while.” 

“Why did you stop?” Hisoka asked. 

“Nobody ever listened.” 


Chapter Fourteen 


The vehicle hugged the side of the green hillside as if for dear life, 
winding its way through the hills and valleys of Chiba Prefecture. 
They had passed Chiba City an hour ago and were now somewhere 
south of Ichihara. 

Mei had to drive slowly and carefully here. The fog was too thick 
to see very far. Vehicles would periodically break out of the fog ahead 
of them for a few moments of visibility, only to be swallowed up by it 
again. At one point she had to swerve at the last second when a 
massive truck laden with construction materials appeared. 

“Fucking Chiba,” Kentaro said from the passenger seat. “So this is 
where they make the air unbreathable.” 

“Ts this all for the Barrier?” Mei asked. 

“Not all of it, but a lot. Remember, the Greater Tokyo area is 
something like thirty-three hundred square miles. And considering 
how quickly it consumes and regurgitates itself architecturally, it 
needs a lot of construction work and a huge industry just to keep pace. 
On top of that, now you’ve got the Barrier, which is one of the largest 
and most complicated civil engineering projects in the world. 
Probably the most pointless, too. So you’ve got all the concrete, 
cement, steel, petrochemical, and whatever else. Plus, the coal-fired 
power plants and natural gas plants to run them, now that nuclear 
power is off the table.” 

“And that’s what makes the air so bad?” 

“Yeah, all the shit they pump into the air is what gives us this 
lovely gray air we all breathe. But it’s not the whole story.” 

“Oh? More good news?” 

“No. Depending on the winds, we also get China’s pollution. 
Southern China is an industrial powerhouse, so we get the same shit 
from them. Northern and inland China have basically been reduced to 
desert by this point. So, you sometimes get these huge sandstorms of 
yellow dust that will make it as far as Tokyo.” 

“I don’t remember seeing any yellow dust in the air.” 

“No, it’s all just brown and gray by the time it mixes with the dust 
here. Don’t get me wrong, the shades of brown and gray are lovely, 
but still ...” Kentaro shook his head. 

“And this dust, the fog in the air, is this what’s causing the high 


cancer rates in Tokyo?” 

“Well, it’s definitely a huge contributor to it. But you’ve also got 
the undead corpse of the Fukushima plant spewing radiation into the 
air. Hard to say on any given day if you’re just breathing toxic 
particulate matter that will tear your lungs to pieces, or if it’s mixed 
with a heavy dose of radiation being pumped out by Fukushima. 
Depends on the winds, really.” 

“That’s not true. The government said the radiation is localized, 
that it’s not a danger in Tokyo.” 

Kentaro snorted. “Those spent fuel pools and rods have been 
burning for years. Sure, the radiation is lower when it reaches Tokyo, 
and sure, we don’t get it every day, depending on the winds. But we’re 
all slowly being bathed in it, year by year.” 

“You really think it’s behind the cancer?” 

Kentaro looked out the window. “Your body has trillions of cells. 
All it takes is one of them, just one, to mutate and become cancerous. 
To not die when it’s supposed to, and turn your other cells cancerous. 
Just one genetic mutation. Every day we spend bathed in this fog, 
soaking in particulate matter and radiation, increases the chance of 
that mutation occurring.” 

They soon arrived at HM Kensetsu. 

“You in charge here?” Mei asked a guy giving orders on the site. 

“T’m the foreman, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

“We’re with the Shibuya Police Department. Wondering if we 
could ask you some questions about Tetsuo Kobayashi. Specifically, 
the last time you saw him.” 

“Be about a week and a half ago, I guess. The day he disappeared.” 

“Did you happen to see anything—” Mei said. 

“Look, let’s just speed things up here, because I’ve got a site to run. 
So no, I didn’t see anyone suspicious. No, he wasn’t acting strange or 
frightened or doing anything out of the ordinary. Yes, it was just a 
normal day. No, he didn’t have any enemies that I knew of. Frankly, 
we all liked the guy. No, he didn’t owe any money. He mentioned that 
his next stop was the main onshore camp for the workers building the 
Barrier. That about cover it?” 

“Seems like you’ve done this before,” Kentaro said. 

“Yeah, well, you’re not the first cops to come out asking questions 
about shit I got nothing to do with.” 

“And why do you suppose that is?” Mei asked. 

The foreman rolled his eyes. “We both know goddamn well 
why that is.” 

“So you know your employer has yakuza ties, right?” 

The foreman shifted on his feet. He seemed annoyed and inpatient. 
He glanced back at the trailer again. 


“T mean, I’m not stupid,” he finally said. “No one ever spelled it 
out for me, but ... you can’t work here and not know. The signs are 
everywhere.” 

“Like what?” 

“Guys on the payroll I’ve never seen working around here. 
Materials will show up sometimes without order invoices. That kind of 
thing. But honestly, I been in the construction industry out in Chiba 
my whole working life. And I ain’t never seen a site that doesn’t work 
this way. Yakuza are everywhere in the construction industry. Just the 
cost of doing business.” 

“You think maybe Tetsuo’s disappearance was just part of the ‘cost 
of doing business’?” Kentaro asked. 

The foreman looked at the ground. “I don’t know nothing about 
that. Take it up with my manager. He’s tight with the owner.” 

“We’d love to. That way?” Mei asked, pointing at the trailer the 
man kept glancing at. 

The man cursed under his breath, then waved them after him as he 
began stalking towards the trailer. 

“Hey, boss?” the man said, tapping on the trailer door. 

When he got no answer, he opened it and walked inside. Mei and 
Kentaro followed without being asked. The interior was cramped, with 
two desks wedged into the tiny space. One featured pictures of the 
foreman they were talking to and his family. The other was piled high 
with papers, in the center of which Mei saw a cluster of pill bottles. 
She picked up a few. Cyclosporine. Azathioprine. Prednisone. She was 
about to ask Kentaro when their guide started talking. 

“Well, he’s not here, so why don’t you ...” 

The man trailed off when he heard the toilet flush. 

“Goddammit! Been shitting my brains out all day!” 

Mei looked up to see a large man heaving his bulk through the 
confined space. 

“Who the fuck are you two? Put those down!” 

“Sorry.” Mei put the bottles back. “We’re with the Shibuya Police 
Department. Wanted to ask you a few questions about Tetsuo 
Kobayashi.” 

“IT don’t have time for this! ’m just coming back from medical 
leave and I’m busting my ass just to get caught up!” 

“Tt won’t take—” 

The superintendent interrupted her by yelling at his foreman. “And 
just what the fuck are you doing by bringing them here? You know 
I’m swamped! Get rid of them!” 

“Sorry, boss,” the man said. 

He ushered them back outside. 

“He’s under a lot of pressure,” he said. “Like he said, he’s been off 


for a while with health issues.” 

“Nothing serious, I hope.” 

“T wouldn’t know. Look, if there’s nothing else ...” 

“Does it bother you?” Mei asked suddenly. “To know that the guys 
you work for are yakuza?” 

“You’re, what? With the Tokyo Metro police, right?” 

Mei nodded. 

“And does it bother you that half the city government, and most of 
your bosses too, are crooked as hell and on the take?” 

“Of course it does,” Mei said. 

“And what about you as a police officer? Don’t you have to deal 
with the yakuza in some capacity?” 

Mei didn’t say anything. 

“And even if you’re not in their pocket, I’ll bet half the people you 
work with are. That doesn’t bother you?” 

“Tt does.” 

“Right. But you do it anyway. Because out in the real world, the 
world I live in, it’s impossible to keep your hands clean. But we do 
it anyway. Why?” 

“Because we’ve got a job to do.” 

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” the foreman said, turning to 
go. “Now if you’ll excuse me.” 


“Well, that was less than helpful,” Mei said once they were back 
in the car. 

“Yeah. Let’s head to the Barrier construction site and see what we 
can find there.” 

“Have you ever seen it in person?” 

“The Barrier? No, seeing it on TV is enough for me.” 

“You said before that you thought it was a stupid idea. 
Why is that?” 

“T just don’t see it keeping Tokyo safe when the seas rise. Maybe if 
you completely block the bay and put a lock system in place it might 
work. As it is, we’re just slightly delaying the inevitable.” 

“Were you here for 5/13 though? It would at least prevent another 
tsunami like that from making it to Tokyo.” 

Kentaro turned in his seat to look at her. 

“Well ... I guess if there was an earthquake with its epicenter out 
beyond the bay, then it would stop the tsunami from that,” Mei said. 

“Right. Besides, you ever seen footage of a tsunami?” 

“Some. Mostly of the one on 5/13.” 


“The Barrier isn’t big enough to stop something like that. And as 
the seas rise, it’s only going to get smaller. It’s a quick fix that’s not 
quick and won’t fix anything.” 

“T don’t think you can say that,” Mei said. “There hasn’t been 
another major flood since they’ve been building it. And they say that 
the water table is lower now. They might even be able to reclaim 
some of the train lines.” 

“So you think it’s a good thing?” Kentaro said. 

Mei thought for a bit, then nodded. “I do. It’s an amazing 
engineering feat. And if it works as expected, it could extend Tokyo’s 
lifespan beyond that of other major coastal cities around the world. 
And just purely as a symbol of what the Japanese people can do, I 
think it’s impressive.” 

“Symbols won’t save you when the water comes,” Kentaro said, 
looking out the window. “It’s just another band-aid solution that 
makes people think the problem’s been solved. Then they get 
complacent, then when the water rises ...” 

“So you think it just makes things worse?” 

“Oh, absolutely. It’s just the illusion of safety. To really be safe, 
we'd have to desert Tokyo and move the whole city to higher ground. 
But that’s not going to happen. For Japan to abandon Tokyo would be 
like an admission of defeat.” 

“You know, I can’t help but notice that you still live in Tokyo.” 

Kentaro laughed. “I’m no different. We all know the city is sinking, 
but it’s not bad enough yet to make us leave. We’ll just keep trying to 
bail ourselves out until we’re all underwater. It’s what people do. Hell, 
that’s basically our jobs in a nutshell.” 

“Well, we’re here,” Mei said, pulling to a stop. 

They explained why they were there to the first person they saw. 
He walked them over to a spot on the shore and told them to wait for 
the next ferry. 

“We run men and supplies out on ferries every twenty minutes or 
so. Tell them you want to see Foreman Satoya when you get out 
there.” 

As the ferry, laden with supplies and now detectives, sluiced 
through the choppy water, Mei got her first view of the Barrier in 
person. It stretched out as far as she could see in one direction, gray 
concrete as far as the eye could see. Which wasn’t terribly far, given 
the haze. Water lapped at the concrete structure, which Mei was 
surprised to see was no more than about twelve feet. In her mind she 
had pictured it as enormous. In the other direction there was only the 
metal scaffolding that formed the skeleton for the Barrier. 

As cranes unloaded the construction materials, Mei and Kentaro 
climbed up the sloped ramp leading to the top. 


“Satoya?” she asked the first guy she saw. 

He pointed towards a man with a clipboard making notes as he 
walked the length of the Barrier. He looked up when he saw them 
approach. 

“Can I help you?” 

“Detectives Kimura and Kentaro, Shibuya Police Department. We’d 
like to ask you a few questions about Tetsuo Kobayashi.” 

He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Yeah, I was wondering when this 
would come up. Can you make it quick? I got a lot to do here.” 

“Why were you waiting for this to come up?” 

“Because he was a great guy—don’t get me wrong—but everyone 
knew he had ties to the Kaisha.” 

“What were you referring to?” 

“He was the cousin to one of the bosses there. Guy named Manabu 
Yoshii.” 

Mei and Kentaro exchanged a glance. 

“T can see you’ve heard of him.” 

“The name’s come up. How did he get along with his cousin?” 

“Fuck if I know. I just work here.” 

They went back and forth for a while. But in the end Mei didn’t 
learn anything else that she didn’t already know. She thanked him for 
his time and was about to go, when one last question came to her. 

“You think this would stop a wave?” Mei asked the foreman. 
“When it’s complete, I mean.” 

He smiled, then slowly began chuckling. 

“Will it stop a wave? They told us to make it from concrete, but 
the government’s disbursal office only wanted to pay for papier- 
maché. The concrete we’re using is so watered down that parts of this 
thing are already crumbling. And it ain’t even finished yet. Hell no, it 
won't stop a wave.” 

“So if a big earthquake or tsunami hits ...?” 

He shrugged. “Learn to swim.” 


Chapter Fifteen 


“What a collection of assholes.” 

Vasili had to agree with Nobunaga as he looked around the room 
at the assembled bosses. He liked what he saw less and less with each 
gathering. 

“Look at this. We used to be band of brothers. Now is family 
reunion that nobody wants to be at.” 

“T wouldn’t say that,” Nobunaga said. “Most families aren’t this 
incestuous.” 

“Incestuous? Eh, I don’t know if I’d say that. Is just internal 
dealing.” 

“No, I mean pretty much everyone here has fucked one another at 
some point. I mean, Matsuo’s fucking you right now, Hashimoto 
fucked Takeuchi on that business by the docks, Fujita fucked Cheon 
on that deal last year—though knowing Cheon, he probably just asked 
Fujita to choke him harder while he was doing it. And I don’t know 
what Cheon and Lee have against each other, but I’m guessing one of 
them fucked the other hard at some point. I mean, they’re the only 
Koreans here and they hate each other more than anything.” 

Vasili nodded. “Point taken. Is not a happy family.” 

They were at the syndicate’s quarterly board meeting. 
Traditionally, these had been used as a forum for the bosses to gather 
and discuss their problems, both external and internal. But with the 
recent spate of increased police attention, the meetings had come to 
be held less frequently. 

They were standing in the basement of Eriko’s house, in an 
enormous common area that served as the anteroom to the venue for 
every high-level meeting of the syndicate’s inner circle. It was set up 
like a reception area with a bar and several standing tables set up 
around the room. The entire space could accommodate about a 
hundred people, but now Vasili saw no more than twenty-five or so 
gathered in small clusters, chatting and waiting for the meeting to 
start. 

Vasili wasn’t even sure if he should be here. He kept mulling his 
last conversation with Eriko over in his mind and not liking the 
answers he came back with. Was she trying to tell him that he was the 
one suspected of betrayal? It was possible, seeing as how he had tried 


to have her son killed (though not without good reason). And if that 
was the case, maybe she had been trying to warn him on account of 
their longstanding friendship. Had he been too thick to take the hint 
and disappear? 

Of course, Eriko was famed for her cunning first and foremost, 
with her gift for violence a close second. She was known for setting 
traps for her enemies, as well as her allies. She would put the fear in 
them and let them incriminate themselves. So maybe her comments 
during the poker game had been her way of sussing him out. Then, if 
he fled, she would know for certain that he had acted against her. In 
that case, attempting to flee would get him killed. So he didn’t know 
whether to stay or whether to go, because without knowing what she 
knew, either move was liable to be fatal. 

These thoughts were running through his mind as Nobunaga 
continued his harangue against their colleagues. He noticed Takabe 
approach their standing table and nodded to him. 

“Alright, who are we talking about now?” Takabe said. “Because if 
you’re not on Chobei yet, I nominate him next.” 

Vasili sighed. “Why? What did he do this time?” He glanced 
around but didn’t see the boy prince in the room yet. 

“Word is he had a problem with one of his guys stealing from him. 
So to teach him a lesson, he beat the fuck out of the guy. Did it 
himself too. Well, with just two other guys holding him down. Only 
problem is, he beat the wrong guy by accident. So to save face, he 
made up some bullshit story about why he beat that guy, even though 
he hadn't actually done anything wrong. Then his hand was so swollen 
from his little ‘lesson’ that he had to make up some story about why 
he was taking the high road and letting the guilty party off with a 
warning!” Takabe cackled darkly. 

“Sounds about right,” Nobunaga said. 

“Then this actress he’s seeing gives him shit for it, so he knocks her 
around.” 

“What a fucking tough guy.” 

“Wait, it gets better. Because then he calls in Vasili here to smooth 
it over with her.” 

Vasili just shook his head. “Not my finest hour.” 

“Fuck’s sake,” Nobunaga said. “How did that boy go so wrong with 
Eriko as his mother?” 

“You think she’ll try to promote him when she ... you know?” 
Takabe asked. 

“T hope not,” Nobunaga said. “But word is she’s been grooming 
him lately.” 

“Kid wouldn’t last five minutes as head of the syndicate. At least 
not without help.” 


“Let’s talk about something else,” Vasili said. 

He kept glancing at another group on the other side of the room, 
which contained Yoshii, Matsuo, and several of the other members of 
their faction. Yoshii caught his look and nodded. Vasili nodded back. 

“Well, we could talk about your good friend Yoshii,” Takabe said, 
catching the glance. “And all the dark shit he’s into.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Nobunaga said. 

“Just that not everything is as perfect as it seems over in the 
skeezy, sex-for-hire wonderland of Kabukicho. I hear he’s been 
violating one of Eriko’s cardinal rules by trafficking women for his 
clubs.” 

“Ts this certain?” Vasili asked. 

He wouldn’t put it past Yoshii. But at the same time, crossing Eriko 
certainly carried its own risks. And there were few rules that she was 
as adamant about as the ban against human trafficking. It was a moral 
line he didn’t want to see crossed himself. 

“T can’t prove anything. And if he’s smart, he’s covered his tracks 
and isn’t doing it directly. But I hear stories that not all of the 
hostesses and sex workers at his clubs are there voluntarily. Especially 
not the foreign ones.” 

“Tf he’s into that, I’'d wager Miyagi’s in on it with him,” Nobunaga 
said, nodding towards the woman standing next to Yoshii. 

“Sure, why not?” Takabe said. “More grist for her porno mill.” 

“What, you got something against porn?” Nobunaga asked, 
pretending to take offense. 

“T don’t care about porn per se. But the shit some of her production 
companies put out is pretty vile, violent stuff.” 

“Tll bet you that’s the only sort of shit that can get Akiyama there 
hard. He might look like some mild-mannered guy in middle 
management, but I’ve heard some shit about him too.” 

“How is that zombie still alive?” Takabe mused aloud. “He looked 
terrible at the last couple of meetings, all waxy and pale. I was sure he 
was on the way out.” 

“Yeah, but the fucker just keeps living to spite us.” 

Vasili looked at the elderly vampire currently laughing next to 
Yoshii. Come to think of it, Vasili remembered thinking the man was 
on death’s door at the last meeting. But now he looked healthier than 
Vasili had seen him in years. 

“What was he dying of again?” Takabe asked. “Asshole-itis?” 

“Probably,” Nobunaga said. “I think I heard someone say it was 
kidney failure or something.” 

“Well, whatever it was, seems like he’s beaten it,” Vasili said. 
“Which is a shame, because that’s another staunch loyalist 
in Yoshii’s camp.” 


“[’m worried about that Matsuo fucker,” Takabe said. “I mean, he’s 
adorable with that fat squirrel look he’s got going on. But that greedy, 
grasping fuck is getting a little too powerful if you ask me.” 

Nobunaga sighed. “Yeah, soon he’s going to be richer than the rest 
of us put together with all the construction going on.” 

“And still he won’t let us slide on anything,” Vasili said. 

“You think any of the other factions are strong enough to field a 
viable replacement for Eriko?” Takabe asked. 

Vasili and Nobunaga both wordlessly swiveled so that their gaze 
was fixed on another small group on the other side of the room. The 
sokaiya faction. 

Sokaiya were corporate raiders and racketeers that specialized in 
extorting money from corporations. The most common way to do this 
was to buy enough shares to merit an invitation to a shareholder’s 
meeting and wreak havoc until they were paid to go away. Other 
methods included oppositional research on executives and company 
practices, releasing damaging and humiliating information, or straight 
up threatening company officials and employees. Most Japanese 
companies eagerly paid off such extortion rather than risk the loss of 
face (and potential loss of business) that could result from a sustained 
sokaiya campaign. There had even been a string of scandals that had 
resulted in several CEOs and other higher-ups being jailed when 
sokaiya had dug up illegal dealings of theirs. 

They had traditionally been distinct from yakuza, with little 
overlap between the two worlds. But, sensing potential, Eriko had 
brought a faction into the Kaisha’s fold when she realized that there 
was money to be made by cooperating with them. That didn't stop 
some of the other bosses from looking down on the sokaiya. 

“Really? You think Fujita and the other boardroom warriors could 
lead this organization?” Takabe said. 

“You tell us,” Nobunaga said. “You're practically 
roommates with them.” 

“Fuck you.” 

This was still a sore spot for Takabe, which made it an endless 
source of jokes for the other two. Takabe’s territory largely coincided 
with Chuo Ward, which included landmarks like Tokyo Station and 
the Emperor’s Palace. It also contained the Ginza District, which was a 
major center of corporate power in Japan and home to many foreign 
companies. This made it ideal as the headquarters for Fujita, Cheon, 
and the other corporate raiders. Takabe wasn’t happy with the 
arrangement, but had been pressed by Eriko herself to accept it. 

Vasili glanced around the room and saw Uchida, the woman who 
now controlled Edogawa. She was standing on the edge of a group of 
people, without taking part in the conversation. She caught his eye 


and smiled. It wasn’t a friendly smile. He tipped his glass her way. 

“Got to give credit where credit’s due, though,” Takabe said, 
following his gaze. “Uchida there has somehow been able to squeeze 
blood from the stone that is her territory.” 

“No argument here,” Nobunaga said. “She’s as_ violent 
as they come.” 

“No, dummy. I mean money. Blood from a stone is an idiom. I 
mean she’s somehow been able to turn a profit there.” 

“More power to her,” Vasili said. 

“Yeah. Rumor is the queen bee might even tap her for the shacho 
position. I hear the two of them have been pretty cozy lately.” 

Vasili considered that. “Probably would not be worst thing in 
world. Probably wouldn’t be best either. She’s cold, unpredictable.” 

“And violent, unhinged, and borderline psychotic,” Nobunaga 
added. “I’d rather see one of us in the top position. Second choice 
would be Fujita or one of his asshole buddies.” 

“A ringing endorsement,” Takabe said. “What do you think, 
Vasili?” 

“Maybe not my first choice, but I could live with them. Fujita’s got 
a golden tongue and is not afraid to use it. Cheon’s almost as good, 
and the two seem tight.” 

Takabe waved his hand dismissively. “Bah, corporate raiders and 
extortionists. They don’t have the balls to keep this group in line. 
Sure, they can shake down companies and businessmen, but some of 
the others here would eat them alive.” 

“Maybe, but with their straight businesses, they could potentially 
legitimize the rest of the organization.” 

Vasili considered this for a minute. “Possibly. But Toru there,” he 
said, motioning to the woman standing with Fujita and Cheon, “is 
weak and getting weaker. This train line might be final nail in the 
coffin for her. She’ll lose some of her more profitable bus routes.” 

“What are you women gossiping about?” Eriko said. 

They turned to see Eriko being wheeled over by Kuroda, her 
personal assistant. Kuroda was a waxy, pallid man with a pencil-thin 
mustache and slicked-back hair. He was obsequiously loyal to Eriko, if 
a bit stuffy and formal. Vasili always figured he had missed his true 
calling of being a butler, rather than assistant to the most powerful 
woman in Japan. 

“Oh, you know, just girl talk,” Takabe said. 

Eriko grunted, then turned to Vasili. “And you, I’m sorry to hear 
about Yukari. She was a good girl. I’d tell you shikata ga nai, but 
seeing how busy you’ve been lately I’d say you’ve already put the lie 
to that cliché.” 

Vasili nodded. “I’ve been dealing with it constructively.” 


“You plan to chase down every small-time crook in the city until 
you turn up a lead?” 

Vasili shrugged. “If I have to.” 

“Well, I can’t fault you,” Eriko said. “I’d do the same if someone 
came after me and mine.” 

“What else can you do?” Nobunaga said. 

“Well, let’s get started,” Eriko said, glancing up at Kuroda. 

“Yes of course, ma’am,” Kuroda said. “Please take your seats, 
gentlemen. The meeting is about to begin.” 


Chapter Sixteen 


“You ready for this?” rasped the voice over the phone. 

Satoshi hesitated. “I’m not sure. I don’t even fully know what we’re 
getting ourselves into.” 

“Yeah, well, story of my life,” Tengu said. “I’m leaving now, I’ll see 
you by the main gate in half an hour.” 

Satoshi’s search had proven fruitless time and again. Now all dead 
ends led him to the Festival of Knives. Masa was bound to show up 
there, he was sure of it. The fights at the festival were legendary. 
Which meant that, for a reputation-obsessed, ultra-violent lunatic like 
Masa, they were practically mandatory. Satoshi was banking on the 
fact that Masa’s need for validation would overwhelm his caution. It 
was one of the few chinks in Masa’s armor, and Satoshi had to be 
there to exploit it. Not that he particularly relished the idea of 
attending the festival. 

The Sai Matsuri, or Festival of Knives, had started off as an annual 
festival organized by a number of far-right-wing organizations. What 
had begun as an annual expression of uber-patriotism and barely 
concealed racism had morphed into a monthly circus of slavering 
xenophobia and race hate. It was held on the grounds of Yasukuni 
Shrine, long a pilgrimage site for the right wing, and had recently 
expanded to encompass nearby Kitanomura Park. 

In recent years it had taken on a decidedly martial feel, as it had 
added fighting to the roster of events. It had absorbed a number of the 
fight clubs from around the city and turned their low-stakes fights into 
a tournament that lasted all year. They were held in the Nippon 
Budokan sports arena located in the park. The semifinals and finals 
drew crowds of thousands. 

Lately the fighting hadn’t been confined to the pits. News coverage 
of the events occasionally relayed how the cleanup crews had been 
finding bodies behind the tents, or dumped in the bushes in the park. 
Each festival was also host to several beatings and a number of rapes. 

At least he would have Tengu there with him, he thought as he 
slung his respirator behind his head and opened the door to head out. 

As soon as he did, Hisoka came tumbling in, nearly losing her 
balance before he caught her against his chest. Her keys clattered 
across the hardwood floor before coming to a rest against Satoshi’s 


foot. She grasped onto his hands as if for dear life. Her face was pale 
and frightened. 

“Hisoka? What’s wrong?” 

“Tm not feeling well, I asked for the night off.” 

“Everything okay? You seem—” 

“T think it’s the baby,” she said with a look of concern. “Satoshi, I 
think I need to go to the hospital.” 

“Are you sure? What’s wrong?” 

“My stomach hurts bad and I’m ... I’m bleeding. Not much, but it’s 
got me scared.” 

“Hisoka ... maybe you just need to rest for a little bit, just—” 

“IT need you to take me to the hospital. Please.” Even as her voice 
remained quiet and calm, her eyes were terrified. 

“T can make an appointment, take you in the morning. 
How about that?” 

“Please, I need to go now. Please.” 

“T ... ’m sorry, but I can’t. Not now. This ... thing tonight, it’s my 
best chance to catch Masa.” 

Hisoka’s lip quivered, and she looked at him _ through 
large, frightened eyes. 

“Can you call one of your friends? Maybe someone from the 
hospital?” 

She just stared at him for a while with eyes that were frozen in 
disbelief. 

“I’m sorry,” he said again, disengaging his hands from hers. “I have 
to go. But I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

Though it broke his heart, he began backing away towards the end 
of the hall. She never took her eyes off of him. He mouthed “I’m 
sorry” again as he disappeared around the corner, leaving her propped 
up in the doorway. He hated to leave her like that to face the pain and 
the uncertainty alone. But there was nothing he could do right now. 
Duty was duty. 

Then again, conscience was conscience. 

And right now, he had never felt worse in his life. 

But the night was still young. 


The cab was just pulling up near the main gate when Satoshi saw the 
text from Hisoka. It read: 


In pain. Heading to Hiroo Hospital. Come. 


He winced as he read her text. His hands hovered over the screen as 
he thought of how to respond. Ultimately, he took his hand away and 
slipped his phone back in his pocket. He would go to her as soon as he 
could, but he couldn’t help her right now. He closed his eyes and took 
a deep breath, trying to push her from his mind. But all he could see 
was that hurt look she had given him when he’d walked away. 
Goddamn this job. He had to get out. He couldn’t keep hurting Hisoka 
like this. She deserved better. 

He saw Tengu approach and forced a smile. 

“Hey, there,” Tengu said. “Ready for a fun time at the fair with 
these fucking loons?” 

“Yeah, can’t wait. The fights start in about an hour. Figured we’d 
walk around some, see if we can find him before.” 

“Sounds like a plan.” 

They walked through the festival grounds. There were food carts 
and stands set up by the entrance. For the most part it was typical 
Japanese festival fare. The aroma of okonomiyaki, fried soba noodles, 
skewers of salted meat and fish, and other foods mingled in the night 
air and made his stomach grumble. 

They walked on past the food stalls to stands selling goods. These 
included everything from right-wing manifestos and books to 
survivalist gear, weapons, megaphones, political stickers and decals 
for right-wing political parties (mainly the Genyoto), and more. 

Past the merchant tents and booths was an open plaza where a 
crowd was forming. 

“What is it?” Tengu asked from closer to the ground than Satoshi. 

Satoshi stood up on his toes and could see that the crowd was 
forming around one man. At first Satoshi thought he was looking at an 
Elvis impersonator of some sort, given the man’s gelled pompadour 
hair, huge sunglasses, and suit. But as they got closer he realized who 
the man was. 

“Tt’s the governor,” Satoshi said. 

“Haraishi? Not that fucking guy.” 

They tried to go around the swell of people but ended up sucked 
into the vortex swirling around the governor. A woman who looked 
like an advisor was trying to pull him along to his next engagement, 
but Haraishi was enjoying the attention too much to move that fast. 

When someone yelled, “Speech!” he graciously demurred. But 
when someone handed him a bullhorn and guided him towards a 
nearby bench, Haraishi launched into a speech. The bullhorn hissed 
and popped with static as it carried his gravelly voice to the 
assembled throngs of people. The crowd fell silent, eagerly lapping up 
his bullshit. 

“People of Japan! It’s great to be here at the Festival of Knives. We 


in the Genyoto would like to extend our warm gratitude to our 
brothers and sisters in the Dark Army, as always, for providing 
security. I hope you enjoy this festival celebrating our national 
strength and unity in such difficult and trying times. 

“Let the patriotic displays and shows of martial strength here 
tonight be a lesson to all foreign elements and other subversives who 
would do harm to this great nation of ours! The imperialist United 
States has fallen from its global superpower status, but forces closer to 
home in Asia still menace us from across the sea! We in Japan must 
stay eternally vigilant against the threats aligned against us, both 
foreign and domestic. For soon it shall be incumbent upon us, as true- 
blooded Japanese, to shoulder the mantle of global leadership once 
more and usher in a glorious era of unity and peace!” 

Shouts from the crowd drowned out everything after that. The 
cheers soon devolved into chants of “Pure Japan! Pure Japan!” The 
phrase was practically the Genyoto Party’s unofficial slogan by now. 

When Satoshi and Tengu were free of the crowd, Tengu turned to 
look at Satoshi, then pointedly shook his head. 

“T don’t like where this is heading.” 

“What?” 

“Any of it. If we’re not careful, we could end up with a civil war 
like the one that tore the US apart.” 

“T don’t think it’s that bad here yet,” Satoshi said. “Not that I’ve 
been following it too closely.” 

“Baby steps to fascism,” Tengu said, shaking his head. “No one 
thinks it can happen to their country until it’s already happened. 
Vasili taught me that.” 

“Well, I guess he’d know.” 

“Yeah. Come on, we’ve still got some time to kill. Unfortunately.” 

They walked along and soon came to a large pavilion where a 
show was underway. They climbed the rafters for a better view. There 
before them they saw an enormous arena that was part dirt 
motorcycle course, part performance stage. Flames and _ other 
pyrotechnics whooshed and crackled above performers wearing 
uniforms that looked like World War II-era military fatigues. The 
entire performance was set to a dramatic musical score. 

“What do you even call this music?” Satoshi asked. 

“Progressive thrash metal opera?” Tengu offered. “What do you 
think is supposed to be happening now?” 

Satoshi shook his head. It looked like a battle reenactment, in 
which the Japanese military stand-ins handily trounced a troupe of 
vaguely foreign-looking soldiers. Grateful people looked on and 
applauded the Japanese. When the battle had been won, the people 
danced around in jubilation and showered the Japanese with flowers. 


“Hey, what’s this supposed to be?” Tengu asked the guy standing 
next to them. 

“It’s the Liberation of Nanking from the Communists by the 
Japanese Imperial Army.” 

“T thought you guys didn’t believe that happened,” Tengu said. The 
right wing had long been trying to scrub school textbooks of any 
reference to Japan’s imperialist past. 

“It happened,” the guy said. “But it happened this way.” 

“Okay.” 

There was a brief interlude involving bikers ramping their bikes off 
the dirt jumps around the outside of the arena. While this was going 
on, the stage was being set for another performance. Then the lights 
dimmed. Swelling orchestral music combined with the thousand-mile- 
an-hour drumbeats and wall-of-sound guitar distortion as the next 
performance began. 

A single spotlight illuminated a beautiful young woman in the 
center of the arena wearing a traditional kimono with the hi-no- 
maru on it. 

“Kind of looks like your lady,” Tengu said. 

Satoshi nodded. There was definitely a resemblance. 

In case it wasn’t obvious enough, the lyrics she sang drove home 
the point that she was proud to be a member of the best, most 
industrious, intelligent, fearsome, and generous country ever created. 
One that was ruled over by a wise and just emperor. Wink, wink. The 
song had barely just established her credentials when the young 
woman was attacked. 

Soon, she was beset on all sides by an Uncle Sam doppelganger 
carrying nukes, men in Chinese military garb, Illuminati, Freemasons, 
some sort of death cult, Jews for some reason, and yakuza thugs and 
biker gang members. She was also attacked by more nebulous 
concepts, represented by men in black tights wearing oversized 
symbols representing the financial system (at least that was Satoshi’s 
guess—the actor just wore giant dollar and euro symbols) and 
globalization (again, Satoshi’s best guess). 

These soon began symbolically raping her, indicated through the 
magic of interpretive dance. Artificial fog filled the arena as jagged 
music heightened the sense of dread. 

“Tasteful,” Tengu scoffed. “Real fucking tasteful.” 

While her attackers were having their way with her, the music 
turned from discordant to uplifting, almost triumphant. A single 
spotlight shone on a trio of men in three different uniforms. One wore 
the uniform of the Japan Self-Defense Forces, another was dressed as a 
buff politician with the Genyoto’s party symbol on his suit, and the 
third was garbed as a member of the Dark Army. They were soon 


joined by ranks of soldiers and Dark Army volunteers, who swept the 
criminals, foreigners, and other miscreants away. This earned a huge 
cheer from the audience. 

The battle won, the woman’s attackers were rounded up and 
summarily executed. Each was made to bow down in turn to be 
decapitated by a samurai sword. Their papier-maché heads or masks 
would be sent flying, accompanied by a stream of fake blood. When 
they kicked two men who were clearly yakuza (judging by their 
tattoos and slicked-back hair) to their knees, Satoshi couldn’t help but 
feel uneasy. The two men bore more than a striking resemblance to 
him and Tengu. 

The defenders of Mother Japan now celebrated with a rousing 
rendition of the national anthem before segueing into another 
patriotic tune. But as they sang, it became clear that the woman was 
distressed over something. 

“Come on, enough theater,” Tengu said. “The fights have probably 
already started.” 

Tengu began walking towards the exit. Satoshi was about to follow 
when something onstage caught his eye. The woman was now wide- 
eyed and panicked. Her stomach began to swell and, with the help of 
her three defenders, she delivered a child. 

The baby was monstrous. Clearly a bastard hybrid with features 
representing all of her rapists, an unholy amalgam of different bits and 
pieces. The three men and the woman each took a limb and ripped the 
child apart in a spatter of blood. They held the limbs aloft and waved 
them in a sign of triumph over intermixing. 

Satoshi turned and hurried from the building. 


Hisoka sat in the emergency services waiting room at the hospital. She 
was hunched over, clutching her stomach in pain. It felt like knives 
were swirling around inside her. When she’d first arrived, she had 
gone straight for the window. 

“T need to see a doctor, it’s an emergency!” 

“Please sign in here. Then have a seat and fill out this form while 
you wait,” the receptionist said automatically. 

“No, it’s an emergency, I’m in serious pain.” 

“Ma’am, everyone here is in need of emergency help. We only have 
so many doctors to go around. So unless you have a clearly life- 
threatening medical crisis, you’ll just have to wait your turn.” 

“Please,” Hisoka whispered, pleading with her eyes. 

The receptionist’s expression softened. “I’ll speak to someone about 


moving you up in the queue. It’s the best I can do. Now take a seat.” 

Hisoka did as she was told as the receptionist disappeared 
onto the ward. 

Shakily, she scratched her answers onto the form with the half- 
dried-out pen she was given, then sank back into her seat. 
Instinctively she moved her hand over, looking for Satoshi’s. Instead 
of finding it, her hand just closed over the hard wooden armrest of the 
chair. She squeezed it as tight as she could, the knuckles of her fist 
turning white. 


Chapter Seventeen 


The assembled bosses all began filtering towards a door at the end of 
the room, which brought them to the meeting room. It was a large 
space with two long tables running the length of it. The table surface 
was black marble, polished to a reflective sheen, with high-backed 
chairs arrayed around the outsides. At the far end of the room there 
was a small raised stage area with a podium. The walls and carpet 
were jet black, with crimson tapestries and banners hung along the 
windowless walls. If it weren’t for the bright stage lights, the room 
would look like a mausoleum. It still did to Vasili. But maybe only 
because he had seen so many people buried in it. 

The bosses took their usual places around the outside of the tables, 
with the two rows facing inward. Every boss was allotted time to 
bring their issues before the board. It was a time to alert the other 
members of the Kaisha to potential problems on the horizon, as well 
as to share status updates on each of the bosses’ territories and 
interests. Vasili hated this part of the proceedings. 

These usually involved a lot of chest-beating and exaggeration 
from the bosses about their own success. Vasili figured that this wasn’t 
purely a matter of empty boasting. It was probably designed to show 
one’s strength, and to guard against being cannibalized by the other 
bosses if they perceived someone as weak. Vasili hated this part of the 
proceedings. 


Eriko had tried to put a stop to the boasting time and again. She 
claimed that her need to know what was really going on with the 
organization trumped her bosses’ need for preening and dick 
measuring. This helped some, but not much. Japan had a long history 
of such problems in its corporate and government sectors. Vasili had 
even heard somewhere that in World War II, some midranking officers 
had discovered that Japan’s codes had been broken but hadn’t 
reported it for fear of losing face to their superiors. He didn’t know if 
it was true or not, but it wouldn’t surprise him at all if it was. 

“Alright, you know how this works by now. Let’s go down this 
table and then up that one,” she said, pointing to the other table to 
start. “Akiyama, start us off.” 

Vasili listened for a little bit, then tuned him out. He was 


interested to hear what was going on with the larger organization and 
the city beyond his domain. But by now he knew which bosses he 
could safely ignore. 

After Akiyama was finished droning came Yoshii. He was as 
blunt as ever. 

“What can I say? Pussy is always a hot commodity. Shinjuku is 
strong, with Kabukicho as its throbbing heart, so to speak. The ship 
pretty much sails itself. But I remain vigilant to ensure that we are not 
exposed to our enemies. I include not only the rival gangs looking to 
move in, but also the police and other destabilizing forces.” This was 
accompanied by a brief glance around the room that ended with him 
lingering on Vasili. “That’s all from me.” 

Matsuo was next. 

“Hey, look,” Takabe said, whispering to Vasili. “Matsuo’s coming 
next after Yoshii. Which I imagine is the order they follow in the 
bedroom!” 

Vasili smiled. “Such a gossip. Is that even true?” 

“Who cares? It’s funny.” 

Matsuo made a show of waiting for them to finish whispering 
before he began. 

“Construction is stronger than ever, and so is the Kaisha’s Chiba 
wing as a result! What with the ongoing construction of the Barrier 
and the recent start of work on the inner-city monorail, more money is 
flowing in than ever before. Not only do we have controlling stakes in 
two major cement manufacturers, but our interests in the steel and 
electricity industries are also humming along at full capacity. Not to 
mention the hauling, construction equipment, and waste disposal 
enterprises we operate, which are also working round the clock just to 
keep pace with demand. 

“But while Chiba construction is a powerful arm of the Kaisha, no 
body—no matter how strong—can survive without its head. As such, I 
would like to take this opportunity to thank Eriko once more for her 
steady leadership. Why, just recently, I had a disagreement with our 
own Vasili Loginovski, which she was kind enough to mediate for us. 
A strong body and a wise mind leading it make the Kaisha an 
unstoppable force!” 

This was greeted by raucous cheers from Yoshii and his other close 
cohorts, and a smattering of polite applause from the other bosses. 
Vasili had to hand it to him; that was well done. In less than a minute, 
he had announced his growing power and influence to the other 
bosses, sucked up to Eriko, and loudly declared his recent beef with 
Vasili. Now if anything untoward were to happen to Matsuo, suspicion 
would naturally fall on Vasili as the likely culprit. Well played indeed. 

On and on they went, through Yoshii’s faction and down the row. 


Vasili tuned in again when it was Fujita’s turn, as he had a healthy 
respect for the man. Fujita ascended the stage, looking tan, fit, and 
handsome as ever. He flashed his winning smile as he gave everyone 
in the room his politician’s wave. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, I know I say it every time, but it is truly an 
honor and a privilege to find myself in such august company as—” 

He was temporarily drowned out by a chorus of boos and jeers. 
They had heard it all before. 

“Alright! Alright!” Fujita said jovially. “I’ll get on with it. As I’m 
sure the other sokaiya can tell you, business is absolutely amazing 
right now! I’m sure you're all familiar with the GCBC trial making 
headlines. It’s got everyone in the financial and broader business 
world spooked, and more than willing to pay up if they think we can 
provide them with immunity from prosecution. We can’t, of course, 
but don’t tell them that. We barely have to look in their direction 
before they shower us with money to get us to go away and leave 
their books alone. It’s a great time to be a sokaiya!” 

Down the row they went. Chobei gave a characteristic confused 
and rambling speech about something or other. Vasili wasn’t listening. 
He didn’t tune back in again until it was Uchida’s turn. Vasili had only 
ever been vaguely aware of Uchida. But now that Takabe said she 
could be queen after Eriko, he felt like he should start paying 
attention. 

Uchida was the boss of Edogawa Ward. She was a relatively new 
addition to the organization’s roster, having won her place there by 
killing the ward’s former boss. In any other context this would not be 
tolerated, but Edogawa was now a different animal from the rest of 
Tokyo. 

Located right at the edge of Tokyo Bay, between the Sumida and 
Arakawa Rivers at an elevation slightly below sea level, Edogawa 
Ward has always been vulnerable to flooding. And during the Tokyo 
Bay earthquake and tsunami of 5/13, the area had been simply 
devastated. Whereas breakwaters to either side spared those wards 
from the worst of it, the low-lying regions of Edogawa had served as a 
funnel for the tsunami. A channel of water spanning roughly the 
breadth of the ward had sluiced through it, destroying most 
everything in its path. 

Since then, Edogawa had lost much of its access, as both its 
underground and aboveground rail lines were rendered inoperable. 
Many of its inhabitants were killed by the tsunami, and many of the 
survivors soon left because of the devastation. It descended into chaos. 
Street gangs, rival yakuza, and other desperate outlaws moved in and 
used it as a staging ground for their activities. The Kaisha’s former 
boss there, Yuhara, couldn’t keep them out and couldn’t keep the 


peace. So Uchida had dispatched him and taken over. Eriko allowed it 
because she was able to bring the region under control. Even at that, 
“under control” for Edogawa was essentially a state of barely 
contained anarchy. 

“T'm sure most of you know me by now. For those that don’t, I 
joined your ranks after Yuhara’s ‘mysterious disappearance.” 

She said this last bit with air quotes and an exaggerated wink. This 
got a few chuckles and some scattered applause. Dark humor always 
played with this crowd. 

“T was acquitted of all charges, so you know it wasn’t me. Let’s 
hope he turns up.” 

More laughter. 

“Until that time, I will continue to oversee Edogawa in his stead. 
Call it a conservatorship, if you will. What can I say about Edogawa? 
We're half-underwater, but keeping our heads up. And the police 
largely stay away from the region. Not surprising, since many call it 
the badlands, or the wastelands, of Tokyo. 

“But these names are unearned. For those with the right mindset, 
nerve, and risk tolerance, Edogawa is a gold mine. The people there 
are largely destitute, so my policy has been not to try to squeeze them 
via racketeering. We offer protection as a service for businesses that 
request it. But forcing it on too many would result in mass 
bankruptcies and impoverish the few people making money there. 
Maybe in a few years. 

“Where we truly shine is in offering a location to perform business 
away from the prying eyes of the law, or government. Stash houses, 
drug labs, remote armories, fighting rings, lately even venues for 
prostitution in some of the buildings we fixed up. Anything you want 
to do or want done out of the light, Edogawa has it. Lately we’ve even 
been offering the Vault. This is a secured storage facility for valuables 
—however you define that—deep in the heart of Edogawa that is 
heavily guarded day and night. 

“Many of you have partnered with us in Edogawa already, and are 
enjoying the security and discretion that we offer. For the rest of you, 
I would say—at the risk of sounding like a cheesy tourist video for our 
watery slice of hell—come on down to Edogawa, and see what it has 
to offer!” 

Next Nobunaga took the stage. 

“Chiyoda Ward is strong. For what it’s worth, we’ve still got the 
seat of the national government in Kasumigaseki. You know what they 
say—the city’s in a fog, but the government has always been in a fog.” 

“Again?” Eriko shouted from off to the side. “Every fucking time 
you use that joke. Get some new material!” 

“Sorry,” Nobunaga said. 


“Tt’s not even funny!” she protested. 

“Well, let’s agree to disagree. Anyway, there’s always a healthy 
profit to be made in organizing fundraisers, dinners, meet-and-greets, 
and so on for the political class. And in handling their dirty laundry 
and making sure certain problems go away. Also in providing services, 
procuring them certain party favors, making sure their dicks get 
sucked. You know, basic add-ons for the people who like to think they 
run things. Business has been good. Always pays to cater to the people 
with the money. And the power. 

“There’s only one thing that’s been seriously troubling me lately, 
and that is the Dark Army. They’ve been worming their way closer to 
the seat of power for quite some time now, riding on the backs of the 
Genyoto Party. At first it was small stuff. All of a sudden they were 
guarding this cabinet minister or that member of the Tokyo 
Metropolitan Assembly. Then, before you could blink, they were 
everywhere. Now you see them flanking every major politician at all 
times, RDP people included. Even ones who didn’t get security details 
before. I don’t like it. 

“There’s even a bill making its way through the National Diet that 
would further legitimize them. The negotiations are being held in 
closed sessions, but my sources tell me that it would expand their 
authority significantly, possibly even authorize them to use force. Like 
an extrajudicial police force, except one that’s only accountable to 
themselves. 

“Tm calling in every favor I can to try to block this. And we in the 
Kaisha at large must do everything we can to counter this. 
Historically, Japan has seen similar groups rise to power, though 
nothing to this extent. And traditionally they have soon been at our 
throats. Or at least since the recent schism. Their lofty rhetoric is 
usually about fighting crime, but behind the scenes, it comes down to 
competition over financial resources. 

“What’s more, the Genyoto and some of its allies in the smaller 
parties have been trying to pass one no-confidence vote after the 
other. None have succeeded yet, but if one eventually does the Prime 
Minister will have to dissolve the Cabinet and call an election. If it 
doesn't go the RDP’s way and they gain the upper hand, then I—we all 
—will see our influence diminished.” 

“You want us to campaign for the RDP?” someone shouted. 

When the laughter died, Nobunaga continued. 

“Not just yet. The RDP still has a tenuous hold on power, but there 
is widespread discontent over their mismanagement in Tokyo and 
beyond. So I would urge vigilance. If we cannot defeat them 
politically, the fight may soon come to the streets. Be ready.” 

Vasili waited until Nobunaga had sat back down to lean over 


Takabe’s seat and whisper to him. “You started with joke—that was 
good. Then you made everyone shit themselves. I think is customary 
after that to close with joke. No?” 

“Good. They should be afraid of these guys.” 

Takabe was next. 

“Land-sharking continues to turn a profit. Unsurprising, really, 
what with all the construction and turnover in land occurring now. 
Fluid circumstances are the best for wringing profits out of. And also, 
I’m really fucking good at what I do, so that helps.” 

This earned a few laughs from the assembled bosses. 

“But there is one concern that I must bring up. I’ve been hearing 
rumors lately of evil shit going down in my district. Disappearances, 
kidnappings, stories of people being dragged screaming down into the 
abandoned subway lines. The police are ignoring this for now because 
there are no bodies. But I fear that there are bodies, they’re just buried 
too deep underground to find. As you know, the main host of the 
Invited cult is located in the abandoned Tokyo Station found 
on my turf. 

“Mind you, I have nothing concrete on this yet—these are all just 
rumors. But I have found out the hard way that you ignore rumors at 
your peril. Because even the most insidious ones generally have a 
grain of truth to them. So I’m keeping an eye on the situation, for fear 
that it may deteriorate further.” 

“What do they want?” someone shouted from the back. 

Takabe shook his head. “I honestly don’t know. But I don’t like 
having such a large and potentially dangerous cult amassing at my 
gates. Especially when we have no idea what their endgame is. See me 
after if you know anything else. That’s all.” 

“T like you better when you’re cracking jokes,” Eriko said. “Alright, 
Vasili, you’re up.” 


Chapter Eighteen 


A single, trembling, blood-spattered fist was held aloft, then brought 
down again, and again. 

Each blow that landed on the downed man sent more blood 
spattering against the dust of the fighting pit. Finally, after far too 
long, the announcer stepped in and called the fight. The announcer 
held the victor’s hand aloft and declared him the winner. The loser 
was dragged from the center of the ring, leaving a streak of dark, 
muddied blood after him. 

Satoshi gazed around the arena. They were in Nippon Budokan, a 
popular site for sumo events and concerts. Once a month it set up the 
fighting pits to host the bloodsports at the Festival of Knives. The floor 
area had been converted to a large dirt pit where the combatants 
fought. It was roughly the size of a basketball court and surrounded 
by a wooden plywood barrier erected for the event. The panels 
contained nationalist slogans, the logo for the Genyoto Party, and ads 
for its various officials. 

Compared to the half-empty theater arena, the fighting pit was 
packed to bursting. The stands were full of people up to the very 
highest rafters, with the overflow standing in the stairways between 
the rows. The din produced by the crush of people in such a confined 
space was suffocating in its fury and intensity. 

“OUTSTANDING! SIMPLY OUTSTANDING!” 

The announcer’s voice boomed as he traipsed around center stage. 
He looked to be a beefy ex-military-type wearing combat fatigue pants 
and a tight-fitting tank top over his muscular torso. His bald head 
gleamed under the bright lights. He wore rose-tinted glasses, black 
hoop earrings, and a nose stud. As he went through his patter 
announcing the next fight, several stagehands were busy sprinkling 
loose sawdust over the blood smeared on the ground. 

Satoshi leaned over to Tengu. “So ... what’s the style here? Seems 
to be all over the place.” 

“Yeah. Looks like anything-goes MMA,” Tengu said, eyeing the 
next combatants as they took their starting positions. “That first fight 
seemed to be a Muay Thai fighter versus Krav Maga. That last fight 
was a Sambo guy who wiped the floor with what looked like Aikido or 
some bullshit. I mean, Aikido, seriously. That’s like bringing a pillow 


to a flamethrower-fight. So now with these guys—” 

“Hang on,” Satoshi said. He thought he had caught something on 
the other side of the arena. “There he is.” 

Satoshi pointed to a spot right against the barrier. Sure enough, 
there was Masa. He had wisely chosen to wear a long-sleeved shirt 
that covered his tattoos. 

“Let’s go,” Tengu said. 

They slowly pushed their way through the throng of people to the 
other side. Satoshi tried to keep an eye on Masa, but it was hard with 
the crowd all around them. By the time they got to where he had been 
standing by the gate, Masa was nowhere to be seen. 

“There.” 

Satoshi looked to where Tengu was pointing and saw Masa 
walking out towards the center of the arena. He walked next to a man 
who was nearly twice his size. When they reached the announcer, 
they each turned and faced a different direction, then bowed. 

“Your next gladiators salute you!” bellowed the announcer. 

Satoshi tried to push ahead towards the gate, but was stopped by 
an enormous bouncer. 

“Not yet, wait until you’re called,” the bouncer said. 

“Tm not here to fight.” 

“Youre not registered?” the bouncer asked. 

“No.” 

“Well, then, you ain’t going out there.” So saying, the big man 
shouted at the crowd pressing in around them. “I said step back!” 

“IT don’t want to fight, I just want him,” Satoshi said, 
pointing towards Masa. 

“What, Masa? I’m sure that dickwad would be thrilled that 
someone actually wants to see him, but now’s not the time.” 

Tengu pulled Satoshi back away from the bouncer. “We’ll get him 
when the fight is over. Hang tight.” 

The announcer finished introducing the human giant in the ring 
and had just placed one hand on Masa’s shoulder. 

“And here! Here we have one of the finest fighters to ever grace 
the fighting pits! Masa!” 

The crowd went wild. There were loud cheers intermixed with 
equally loud boos. Apparently Masa was a divisive figure, even here. 

“Now we will see these two titans finally face off against one 
another, for personal glory, and the glory of Japan!” 

The booing faded, and only the cheering remained. 

“BEGIN!” 

As the announcer retreated to the side, the two combatants 
squared off and began circling. The giant moved slowly and 
methodically as he looked for an opening. Masa crackled and hummed 


like a ball of energy ready to explode. Against any normal fighter, 
Satoshi would assume Masa had the upper hand. But his opponent 
right now was enormous, with corded muscles that hinted at pure 
brute strength. He looked strong enough to end the fight the second 
Masa made a mistake. 

Satoshi had seen Masa fight plenty of times before, and he knew 
what to expect. Hell, he had taught him how to fight, or at least 
started the process. Masa’s fighting style was entirely his own creation 
by this point. It was hard to give it a name, exactly, but if pressed, 
Satoshi would describe it as “hyper-Silat.” With no formal training, 
Masa had combined what had worked for him over countless fights 
into a semi-cohesive style. It was aggressive, brutal, and devastatingly 
effective. 

The giant closed quickly and delivered a blow with surprising 
speed that Masa barely dodged. As the giant’s momentum carried him 
forward, Masa nimbly hooked a leg around his other shoulder and 
swung himself up onto the man’s back. There he delivered three quick 
blows to the head before jumping off when his opponent grabbed for 
him. He began circling around him again low to the ground, like a 
raptor. 

The giant charged. Masa feinted left, then dove right when the 
giant took the bait. He caught himself with his hands on the ground 
and launched himself back at the big man, delivering a quick kick to 
the side of the big man’s knee. The giant reeled and grunted in pain. 
Masa tried to sweep his leg but didn’t have the leverage to topple the 
other man. The giant grabbed for him on the ground, but Masa was 
able to flip on his back and piston upwards, catching the man in the 
face with the bony part of his knee. 

The giant stumbled back, enraged, before charging once more. 

“Fight’s over,” Tengu said appreciatively beside him. 
“Masa already won.” 

Satoshi had to agree. The big man was fighting in a blind rage. 
With his discipline gone, Masa just kept chipping away at him. He 
kept aiming blows at the side of the same knee, and taking headshots 
when it was safe. 

It turned into a bullfight. The big man was swinging wildly in the 
hopes of landing a fight-ending blow. Masa would dodge, then punish 
him for it with a surgical blow, until the man could barely stand on 
his one knee. At one point, he faltered and stumbled, going down to 
his knees. And with his head now roughly even with Masa’s, Masa 
went for the kill. 

He took a running start, dodged the man’s feeble attempt to grab 
him, and vaulted into the air as he brought his knee forward. It 
connected with the man’s face, sending him to the ground. The fight 


was over. The cheering and booing resumed. Masa turned around, 
smugly grinning up at the stands. 

The smile on his face died as he looked over and saw Satoshi 
striding out towards him. 


As soon as the fight ended, Satoshi shrugged off his overcoat and 
vaulted over the railing before Tengu could stop him. 

“Satoshi!” Tengu called after him. 

Satoshi barely heard him. Masa was right there, and he was going 
to end this now. 

“Ho-ho! What do we have here?” the announcer said, as he walked 
on after Satoshi. “Is that some yakuza scum I see sliming his way onto 
the field of battle?” 

Satoshi’s tattoo-covered arms sticking out of his white t-shirt 
clearly gave him away. He didn’t care. Masa just stood there, 
watching him approach. He had him now. 

“Let’s go, Masa,” he said. “I’m done with this.” 

Masa just smiled and shook his head. “Well, that’s too bad, because 
they’re just getting started with you.” 

Masa began walking off. Satoshi went to grab him, but the 
announcer got to Satoshi first. He pinned him from behind in a 
viselike headlock. “You’re not going anywhere, sweetheart,” the 
announcer hissed at him. 

“Do we have a patriot in the audience willing to fight for the glory 
of Mother Japan against this yakuza cancer?” 

The crowd’s frenzy grew to a fever pitch. Satoshi looked off to the 
side. Two men were scrambling to be the first through the gate. 

“Or two patriots!” the announcer said. “Even better! Let’s show 
this plague on society what honorable men think about these 
criminals drinking the blood of our countrymen!” 

Satoshi looked over. He saw the two men approaching as Tengu 
looked on uneasily from the entrance. And several rows up in the 
stands, he saw Masa looking on, his expression hard to read from this 
distance. 

As the announcer threw Satoshi to the ground, he cursed himself 
for his stupidity. He kept wishing Tengu would grab Masa, but 
realized there was little chance of getting him out of there even if they 
managed to get him. Besides, Satoshi had other problems to worry 
about now. The first of which was already throwing a punch his way. 

Satoshi sidestepped the blow easily and drove his fist into the 
man’s ribs. He instantly had to duck as the second man throw a wild 


haymaker his way. He came up this time with an elbow uppercut that 
caught the man hard in the gut, then quickly pivoted to avoid being 
grabbed by the first. 

They were clumsy and slow, more brawlers than experienced 
fighters. Satoshi flowed like liquid through their punches. But he 
wasn’t able to land many counterattacks. The fact that there were two 
of them cut down his response time to razor-thin margins. Suddenly, 
one of his attackers landed a blow to his forehead while he was 
focused on the other. 

Satoshi went sprawling. His vision blurred from the blow and the 
world faded out. He heard the men approaching before he could see 
them, so he hobbled back away from them. His vision returned 
somewhat, but everything was still indistinct. He saw the vague 
outline of one of the men as he threw a punch, but he couldn’t see 
precisely where it was coming from. He dodged, but the wind on his 
face from the man’s fist told him the punch had come close. 

He could hear cheering coming from a million miles away. And 
from somewhere closer, one of the men landed a blow to his ribs, then 
his chest, that sent him to the ground. He tried to half-walk, half- 
crawl away, but the other man was upon him now, kicking him as he 
attempted to get away. Satoshi threw a desperate uppercut that 
missed, receiving an off-kilter blow in the process that sent him to his 
knees. 

Satoshi’s vision blurred again as his head drooped. Sensations were 
floating up to him as if through a thick liquid. He could taste the dust 
of the ring around the blood in his mouth. The footfalls of the 
approaching fighters sent puffs of dust up with each step. The roar of 
the crowd vibrated in the small of his back, making his skin tingle and 
his hair stand on end. 

He looked up again to see the lights and rising tide of the crowd, 
but soon his vision swam out of focus. The image dissolved into the 
flash of light from the powerful stadium lights above. And as he 
waited for the final blow, all he could see was a dazzling radiance. 


Hisoka looked up at the harsh glare of the examination lamp. The 
light was bright to the point of blinding. She tried to reach up to push 
it away, but it was too far to reach. She slumped back, exhausted. 

“How about here?” the doctor asked as he pressed on another spot 
on her abdomen. 

“Tt hurts,” was all she managed to say as she winced. 

She couldn’t see him on the other side of the screen. He was an 


older man with the harried, overworked manner of most emergency 
physicians. It was like he was trying to process her as quickly as 
possible so he could get on to the next patient. Not that she could 
blame him, but some warmth would have been appreciated. 

“Uh-huh. And how about here?” 

“There too.” 

“And here?” 

“Tt hurts everywhere.” 

“Okay. I’m going to ask you to spread your legs now.” 

She did as she was told while the doctor put on a glove. 

“And the bleeding, how long has that been going on?” 

“lve been getting spotting for about a week now. Not much. But 
today the bleeding was more intense.” 

“Uh-huh. And is that when the cramps started?” 

“Not started, got worse.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

He fell silent then as he walked over. He pushed her legs further 
apart. Then she felt his finger slide into her. The lubricating jelly he 
had slathered on his gloved finger was cold and made her shudder. 

“Could you be gentler?” 

“Almost done here,” was his reply. “How does that feel?” 

“Tt hurts. Badly.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

When he finished, he threw the gloves in the trash and walked to 
where she could see him. He folded his arms and _ leaned 
against the wall. 

“Tll be honest, Miss Namonai. I can’t find anything wrong 
physically.” 

“That can’t be. Isn’t there anything else you can do? Any tests?” 

“Frankly, I think you should just go home and get some rest. Take 
some Advil.” 

“No ... something isn’t right here. Aren’t you even going to 
perform an ultrasound?” 

“Look, Miss Namonai, I know everyone thinks they’re an expert 
because they looked up their symptoms online. But ’m going to have 
to ask you to—” 

“Tm a nurse on a pediatric ward,” Hisoka said. She was breathing 
heavily now and having trouble talking. “And this is not nothing ... in 
fact, my symptoms are consistent ... with low-lying placenta or ... or 
placental abruption, among other potential problems. I could ... I 
could be in danger.” 

The doctor regarded her coolly. Then, without a word he picked up 
the phone on the wall and dialed three numbers. 

“Do you have anyone up there at this hour that can perform an 


ultrasound? You do? Okay, great. I have a patient down here on the 
emergency ward who needs one done ASAP. What’s that? No, possible 
pregnancy complications. Room 109. Great, thanks.” 

With that, he hung up, made a mark on her chart, and put it on the 
holder at the end of the bed. He left the room without another word. 

Still breathing heavily, Hisoka sat back. The pain was still intense, 
coming in waves now. Suddenly, a jolt of pain tore through her, and 
she hunched over on her side in the hospital bed. 

Something wasn’t right. 


Chapter Nineteen 


When it was Vasili’s turn to speak, he took a different tack. He 
approached the podium and stood there looking out at his fellow 
bosses for a few moments. Then he began to speak in a low bass 
rumble. 

“lve been thinking a lot about death recently. Maybe is not 
surprising, there is killer on the loose in my territory. And lately I’ve 
seen more death than I care to—including two people who were close 
to me. Death has always been part of this business. Has been only 
constant over the years. I almost don’t even notice it anymore. 

“But I always wonder: what is it about a person that allows them 
to take a life? What is it about us that lets us deal in death without 
blinking? With just a word, we have the power to kill. Not everyone 
can do that. Psychologically, I mean. I do it without hesitation, when 
is necessary. But so too does this killer. Maybe we are more alike than 
I want to admit. 

“So now is new question on my mind: what separates us? I’ve done 
things worse than this killer. Or at least ordered worse things done. 
What makes me different? Maybe is not as much as I like to think. 

“T used to think people like us, who can take life so easily, were 
better somehow. Like we had some knowledge others didn’t. An 
understanding of the way the world really is, coupled with resolve to 
act accordingly. But I don’t think that anymore. 

“Because there is a savageness to it, one we share with this killer. 
It allows us to prey on others without feeling the remorse that should 
stop us. Is like we are less human. And I’m starting to think that we 
can’t just feed off others like this, like vampires. We can’t just suck 
the host dry. 

“IT am thinking we need to be more strategic in how we use death, 
and violence. We can’t brush it off as just the ‘cost of doing business,’ 
or whatever. I think we need to think more carefully, not just slit 
throats first and ask questions later. 

“Because if we do that, we’re no better than this killer out on the 
streets now. Is just something to think about.” 

When Vasili finished, he was greeted by an overwhelming silence. 
Eriko was wheeled out to take the stage. 

“Thank you, Vasili, for those opening remarks from the high school 


ethics class you teach.” 

This got a good laugh from the assembled bosses. Eriko smiled and 
continued. 

“Now that we’ve heard your thoughts on murder and mortality, it’s 
only fitting that you should all have to gaze upon the grim visage of 
death. So let me just say: greetings!” 

This elicited a dark chuckle from many of the bosses. Vasili smiled. 
He had been hoping for a better response to his comments. Or any 
response at all. 

“T guess this is just my way of gently breaking the ice so that I can 
tell you what you’ve all already figured out: I’m dying.” 

This was greeted by protests and exaggerated denials from the 
assembly. 

“Quiet down! Quiet down! We all know it’s true. Now I know the 
question on everyone’s mind is who will succeed me. At least, 
considering how hard some of you were campaigning for the position 
tonight. Sorry to disappoint, but it won’t be settled tonight. Rather, I 
want to ask you all to a formal dinner next week, where we will 
discuss the matter of succession. 

“Now, if it were up to me, I’d make you all acting shacho. You’re 
all my children, special snowflakes who all deserve a gold star and 
yada yada ...” Eriko trailed off in a wanking motion. 

“Damn. I can kind of see where Chobei gets it now,” Takabe 
whispered to Vasili. 

Eriko continued. “But while any one of you would make good 
leaders, one of you would make the best leader. And this organization 
will not settle for good, only the best. I’m still considering 
my options here. 

“Sorry to stroke you all up and then leave you hanging. But ’m 
afraid I have to defer my decision until the next time we meet. We 
will be having a formal dinner to discuss the matter, one week from 
today. You will all be here for it.” 

Eriko was clearly flagging. It used to be that she could drink and 
smoke most of her bosses under the table at all hours of the night (or 
the following morning). Now sitting upright for a few hours was 
enough to exhaust her. She looked haggard and drained just from the 
effort of speaking. 

“T will say this about the succession,” Eriko continued. “My 
decision will be final, and you will all abide by it. This is not a 
democracy, and this choice is not up for a vote. I’ve seen syndicates go 
that route before, and it never ends well. Each faction tries to kill 
members of the others, buy off votes, intimidate others ... in short, 
it’s a mess. 

“We will not have that. 


”? 


“No. We may be outlaws, but we will comport ourselves like 
civilized barbarians. So my word will be final. Because we as an 
organization must all stand together, or else we shall fall apart. Think 
on that. Dismissed.” 

The bosses talked amongst themselves for a bit, then slowly began 
filtering out the door to their waiting cars. 

There was a jam at the door as they all tried to leave at once. 
Unfortunately, Vasili’s crew found themselves pressed up against 
Yoshii and his contingent. 

“Well said, Vasili,” Yoshii said with a wry smile. “That was a bold 
ramble you delivered up there on ... something or other. I 
couldn’t quite tell.” 

“Thank you, Yoshii. I can always count on you to not get point. 
And probably not the job of shacho.” 

“Well, either way, a free meal is a free meal. Oh, but just a word of 
caution, Vasili. She said it was a formal dinner, so remember to dress 
appropriately. Because unlike in Russia, in Japan track pants, a 
button-down shirt, and Timberland boots don’t count as formal wear.” 

This was greeted by harsh laughter and a few jeers, while Vasili 
just nodded and smiled. It wasn’t a bad joke, if he was being totally 
honest. 

“T will try to dress in formal wear that is more appropriate to 
Japan. I will have my people prepare my finest skirt.” 

The smile dropped from Yoshii’s face. “A hakama is not a skirt! It 
is a dignified and formal—” 

“Relax! Relax! Is just joke. You give it, you get it. Is how it goes.” 

“TJ don’t find you particularly amusing, Vasili,” Yoshii said. The 
humor was gone from his face now. “Never have.” 

“Ts no problem. I feel like Iam growing on you.” 


Chapter Twenty 


When the blow came, Satoshi could feel the brute force of it 
reverberating through his bones. 

But he didn’t feel the blow itself. 

He looked up to see the world swimming in slow motion, as if 
through a thick syrup. He saw the big man’s face exploding backwards 
and to the side, driven by a clenched fist. The owner of the fist soon 
came into view as Tengu’s momentum carried him through the blow. 
Satoshi’s vision dimmed again, but when it swam back into focus, 
Tengu was sitting on top of the other man’s chest, pummeling him as 
he lay prostrate on the ground. His fist flashed up and down, each 
upstroke sending streams of bright red blood backwards. Each time his 
fist connected, it sent a puff of dust up from the floor below 
the man’s head. 

Satoshi’s head cleared, ever so slightly, when he felt hands upon 
him, pulling him to his feet. Tengu’s face swam into focus. Satoshi saw 
the concerned look on his blood-streaked face from far away, as if 
through a long, dark tunnel. 

“You alright?” 

“Still ... woozy.” 

“Can you fight?” 

“Don’t know.” 

Satoshi looked up to see eight or ten men heading their way 
through the arena. Then he looked back to Tengu, who saw them too. 

“Alright. Get behind me, brother. Until you get your bearings.” 

Satoshi didn’t need to be told twice. He stumbled to a spot behind 
Tengu and watched the men approach. He willed his head to clear so 
that he could see straight, but no such luck. From experience, he knew 
the only thing that would restore his mental clarity after such a blow 
was time. Which he didn’t have now. 

At least Tengu would buy him some time. He must have picked up 
some Muay Thai at some point, because his style was Thai kickboxing 
distilled to its most brutally effective form. He never threw a punch 
when he could throw an elbow, and didn’t even use his arms at all 
when a kick or knee would do. Whereas Masa used his speed to tire 
his opponents, Tengu opted to simply use his bones as clubs 
to batter them. 


Satoshi had seen Tengu fight a number of times. Each one was 
etched in his memory as a special occasion. Despite his blunt features 
and rough manner, Tengu was a poet in a fight. A poet who worked in 
blood and bone and battered flesh. Judging from the assailants coming 
for them now, nothing short of a masterpiece would get them out of 
this alive. Satoshi watched from behind as the first assailant came up 
to Tengu, and the performance began. 

The first man approached at a quick trot, then a gallop, until he 
was close enough to lunge at Tengu. Tengu’s upper body swayed back 
at the same time as his knee shot up to catch his attacker in the solar 
plexus. As the man reeled back, Tengu caught the man’s jaw by 
hooking his fingers over his lower teeth, then pulled the man’s head 
towards him as he see-sawed his own upper body forward, catching 
the man full in the face with his forehead. When Tengu’s knee 
connected, Satoshi heard the breath forced out of the man. But when 
his forehead connected, Satoshi could feel the crunch in his bones. 
The man crumpled. He wouldn’t be getting back up. 

The next two came at once. Tengu swept the first one’s leg, as the 
second one quickly closed. Before the second man could react, Tengu 
sprang up at him elbow-first. He drove the sharp part of his elbow into 
the underside of the man’s chin, connecting with such force and 
intensity that the man’s head snapped back with a brain-rattling pop. 

Tengu was already throwing a left hook, followed quickly by 
stepping in for a right elbow at his next attacker. But by now the man 
he had taken down was getting to his feet. He had a furious look on 
his face that he trained on Satoshi. Time was up. And whether Satoshi 
was ready or not made no difference—now he had to fight. 

His attacker threw a few quick jabs his way, followed by a clumsy 
hook. Satoshi dodged them, but just barely. The ringing in his head 
was throwing his timing off, and his blurred vision wasn’t helping any. 
Instead of his usual fluid movements, he felt like he was just barely 
staying ahead of the other man’s attacks. Another blow shot by his 
face, with barely enough time for him to move out of the way. He 
tried to get the man in a move that would let him dislocate his 
shoulder, but his grip was weak and his hold clumsy. The man easily 
slipped free and landed a hard blow to Satoshi’s ribs, sending him 
reeling. 

His attacker was advancing quickly and seemed likely to lay 
Satoshi out—until a crumpled body came flying through the air and 
knocked him to the ground. With his attacker still pinned under the 
limp body, Satoshi delivered a devastating kick to his face. Not exactly 
an honorable move, he thought as he watched blood pour from the 
man’s caved-in nose. But then again, neither was sending nearly a dozen 
men out against two. 


Satoshi looked over. For some reason his gaze went right to the 
stands, where he saw Masa standing and watching. Masa looked 
furious. 

Satoshi looked back to see Tengu encircled by men who were 
closing in tighter. He was keeping them at bay for the moment with 
vicious blows and lashes to whoever got close, but they would 
overwhelm him soon. Satoshi didn’t have a choice now, he had to join 
the fray. He took off at a run for the man closest to him. 

The guy didn’t see him until Satoshi was practically on top of him. 
Still moving at a running pace, Satoshi grabbed the man and, while 
spinning him around, used his momentum to launch him into the next 
guy with a satisfying thud. They both went down, though the man he 
used as his battering ram popped up faster than Satoshi expected. As 
he came at him, Satoshi was able to successfully hook his arms around 
the man’s shoulders in a grappling stance. Then, with a vicious twist 
and a hard wrench, he popped the man’s shoulder from its socket, 
sending him to the ground screaming. 

A quick scan revealed there were only three others left standing. 
Then Tengu threw himself at one of the others, taking him down with 
a crunch of bone and a scream. He popped up and launched himself at 
the last man, taking him down in a hail of vicious hammer-blows 
to the head. 

Then there were only the two of them standing in the circle. 

Satoshi realized, for the first time, that the arena had gone silent. 
He looked up, but the space Masa had occupied was now empty. 
Figured. 

Tengu was breathing heavily, blood streaming down from his nose. 
Aside from that and some bruising around his forehead and on his 
arms, he seemed to be no worse for wear. He looked at Satoshi and 
nodded when he saw he was mostly unharmed. 

They started for the gate. 

When Tengu reached it he issued a throaty growl. The enormous 
bouncer from before stepped aside. Tengu picked up their overcoats 
and respirators, tossing Satoshi’s back towards him. 

Then he cast a slow glance at the men crowded around the exit 
and growled again. His look was pure venom, and they melted away 
before it, clearing a path to the door leading outside. 

Tengu had earned his name that night in the arena as he had torn 
through their attackers with a ferocity that was simply demonic. Some 
of the men shot them nasty looks. But nobody else was going to be 
dumb enough to challenge them. Even the lot of them together 
weren’t willing to fuck with Tengu, not after that performance. 

Then they were outside. Satoshi had never been so happy to see 
the hazy night sky of Tokyo. 


They walked quickly, trying to make it away from the festival 
before anyone else decided to have a go at them. 

“You alright?” Tengu said. 

“T’ve been better.” 

“You came out okay, all things considered.” 

“Thanks to you.” 

“Meh. Like I said, you gotta look out for your family. Even when 
they do stupid shit like that.” 

“Sorry.” 

“Naw, I’ve pulled dumber stunts myself. Come on, let’s 
get you home.” 

“Hospital. I need to go to the hospital.” 

“You get banged up that hard, huh?” 

“No, but Hisoka was heading to the hospital when I came here.” 

“Shit. Anything serious?” 

“T don’t know.” 

“What the fuck are you doing here, then?” 

“Hating myself. Getting my ass kicked. Looking for Masa.” 

Tengu just shook his head. He hailed them a cab, then poured 
Satoshi into the backseat. When he got in up front, the cabbie 
nervously glanced back before jerking a thumb in Satoshi’s direction. 

“He hasn’t been drinking, has he?” 

“No, fighting.” 

“Oh ... well ...” 

“Tm taking him to the hospital. So just drive us to ... which 
hospital again?” 

“Hiroo Hospital,” Satoshi said into the seat cushion. 

The driver looked hesitant. 

“There’s an extra five thousand yen in it if you’re quick and 
discreet.” 

“Yes sir,” he said, pulling into traffic. 


Tengu had to half-walk, half-carry Satoshi through the hospital until 
they found Hisoka. They arrived outside her room to see a doctor 
emerge and close the door. 

“We’re looking for Hisoka Namonai,” Tengu said. 

The doctor looked up to see two thugs who were clearly on the 
Path. Both had bruised faces and bloody knuckles. One was practically 
draped over the other’s shoulder and could barely stand. 

“T think you better tell me who you are and what you’re doing here 
first,” the doctor said, crossing his arms over his chest. He moved so 


that he was between them and the door. 

“This is her boyfriend,” Tengu said, lifting Satoshi with a shrug. 
Satoshi groaned. 

“Has he been drinking?” 

“No, fighting. But everyone makes that mistake.” 

The doctor didn’t seem to like that response. 

“Well, you'll have to come back later. ’ve just given her a mild 
sedative to help her sleep.” 

“I need to see her,” Satoshi said. 

“Well, maybe you should have been here with her instead of out 
fighting.” The doctor looked back and forth between the two of them. 

“What are you looking at me for?” Tengu said. “I agree with you. 
But he’s here now, so is there a way he could just go in and see her?” 

“No.” The doctor walked up to them. He waved a hand in front of 
Satoshi’s face, then shone a penlight into his eyes. Satoshi barely 
responded. The doctor sighed. 

“Your friend here is concussed. Get him home and put him to bed. 
He can see his girlfriend in the morning.” 

“What’s wrong with her?” Satoshi mumbled. 

“Placental abruption. If you care to know.” 

“Serious?” 

“Moderate. She should be fine, with routine monitoring.” 

“Anything I can do?” 

“In your state? Just rest.” The doctor started walking away, then 
stopped. “And flowers. I recommend you bring lots of flowers with 
you as soon as you can. Because your girlfriend is pissed.” 


“You weren’t there for me.” 

Satoshi had taken the doctor at his suggestion, but the flowers 
hadn’t helped. Now they lay scattered on the linoleum floor, where 
Hisoka had tossed them from her hospital bed. There wasn’t another 
chair in the room, so Satoshi swayed woozily by the bed. He probably 
should have slept longer, but he’d wanted to be here first thing in the 
morning. It was literally the least he could do. 

“T know. And I’m sorry. I just want you to know that it rips me up 
inside.” 

“You're not the only one being torn up inside,” she said 
reproachfully. She started crying silently again. 

Satoshi hung his head. “Is it serious?” 

“The doctor thinks it’s not a big deal, with constant monitoring 
and frequent appointments. But don’t try to change the subject.” 


“Sorry.” 

Hisoka had always been the reserved type. But now Satoshi almost 
wished she would yell and scream at him. That he could understand. 
But when she spoke now, her calmness chilled him. She looked out the 
window at the gray sky beyond and shook her head. 

“Tm scared, because soon we’re going to have this child. But I feel 
like it’s just me. My parents are long gone, I don’t have them to help 
me. Your mother and J are ... civil, but that’s about it. ’ve got friends 
who are supporting me, but they’re not going to raise my child with 
me. I need you for that.” 

“Tm here for you.” 

“Are you? Because if you’re not, you can just tell me. I’ll do this by 
myself. I’ve made it this far without you, or anyone, really. I can 
do this too.” 

“IT know you can,” Satoshi said. “You’re a survivor. But you don’t 
have to be alone in this. I’m here.” 

“Prove it.” 


Chapter Twenty-One 


“T like it here,” Chobei said, surveying the room. “It has a certain air 
of sophistication that’s almost regal.” 

Tamazaki glanced around at a room awash in cheap gilt-plated 
fixtures and purple drapes over a red carpet. He wondered if he and 
Chobei were seeing the same thing right now, because the hostess club 
he saw was tacky as hell. 

“Tm glad you like it,” Yoshii said. He leaned back in the 
overstuffed vinyl booth they all sat around. “And I’m glad you and 
your men could find the time to enjoy our hospitality.” 

“Of course. One can’t work all the time.” 

In truth, Tamazaki was hard pressed to think of much “work” that 
had gotten done in the last week. Kido had been out for most of that 
time recovering. Tamazaki had been stretched thin trying to manage 
his own crew and keep an eye on Kido’s. It had been hard. Lately 
Chobei’s behavior had started to rankle the troops. He had caught 
some of his men talking about whether they might be next to incur 
Chobei’s wrath for the crime of having fingers. Tamazaki had rebuked 
them, but he had been worrying about the same thing himself. 

Chobei had always been a terrible boss and leader, but recently he 
had been getting worse. Tamazaki used to think that if it weren’t for 
his mother and the weight her name still carried, he would have faced 
an open revolt a long time ago. But now he wasn’t so sure. 

Because while some of the lieutenants and lower soldiers serving 
under Chobei grumbled and complained, others were fiercely loyal to 
him. It wasn’t surprising that these men were the ones most like 
Chobei in temperament. Violent. Extreme. Unpredictable. They 
considered themselves and their way of doing things the next 
evolution in the underworld pecking order. Their devotion to this 
madman frightened Tamazaki. But he dared not voice his opposition, 
for fear that the wrong people would hear and report this to Chobei. 
He had seen too often what happened to people like that. Best to 
play the part. 

“Has your mother mentioned anything about who is to lead next?” 
Akiyama asked. “Just out of curiosity.” 

“She hasn’t said anything explicitly to me. But she has been more 
involved in my affairs, as if she’s trying to round out my knowledge. 


From that, I assume that I am to lead.” 

“And I couldn’t think of a better person to take the helm,” Yoshii 
said without skipping a beat. “You’ve certainly inherited your 
mother’s strength and resolve. With her wisdom and counsel, you will 
be unstoppable.” 

“Thank you, Yoshii. I must say, I trust in your counsel as well. You 
too, Akiyama. Sometimes I think you and those in your faction are the 
only other bosses with the insight to advise me. I fear I’ve surpassed 
many of the other bosses.” 

“Yes, and soon your knowledge will surpass even ours,” Yoshii said 
with solemnity. Tamazaki had to give him credit for keeping 
a straight face. 

“A true prodigy,” Akiyama agreed. 

“Besides, Chobei, with new leadership, we could possibly begin to 
incorporate some ... fresh ideas,” Yoshii said haltingly. He hastened to 
continue, “Don’t get me wrong, your mother has been the perfect 
leader to heal the warring factions and consolidate the Kaisha. But her 
thinking on certain matters remains ... behind the times.” 

“T don’t hold it against you,” Chobei said. “In fact, I’m starting to 
feel the same way. What were you talking about?” 

Yoshii and Akiyama exchanged a glance. Yoshii turned back to 
face Chobei. 

“Well, I suppose the big one for us would be her ban on women. 
I’m not talking human trafficking or anything, we’re not monsters. But 
we know brokers around the world willing to send beautiful women 
here on tourist visas on a rotating basis. They get to make more 
money than they could at home working in our hostess clubs, and we 
get a fresh supply of beautiful women. Everyone comes out a winner. 
But it falls afoul of your mother’s strict code.” 

Chobei nodded. “Seems reasonable. I could have a word with 
my mother—” 

“No, please, don’t trouble yourself,” Yoshii said quickly. “That’s 
quite alright. You have plenty on your plate as it is. Just something to 
think about for the future, when you are in charge.” 

“Then there’s the matter of not going behind the organization or its 
members,” Akiyama put in. 

“A fine rule, to be sure,” Yoshii said. “But when a body has cancer, 
it needs to be excised.” 

“Are you thinking of anyone in particular?” Chobei asked. 

“Vasili Loginovski,” Yoshii and Akiyama said simultaneously. 

Chobei looked thoughtful. “He’s perhaps a bit sanctimonious, I’ll 
give you that. But he’s a good boss, and an asset to the organization in 
that sense.” 

“True enough,” Akiyama said. “But then, anyone with his territory 


would be a fool if they weren’t pulling in money. He’s got docks and 
major hubs like Shibuya, Roppongi, Ebisu, and everything in 
between.” 

“He was instrumental in bringing your mother to power, which is 
about the only good thing to say for the man. But he’s too brash and 
arrogant for leadership.” 

“To be sure, I don’t trust him the same way I trust you,” Chobei 
said. “It’s like he looks down on me. Doesn’t see me as an equal.” 

“Our foreign friend has his moments as a boss—though fewer and 
farther between as he gets older—but he is and will always be an 
outsider. Your mother, wise woman that she is, was perhaps a bit 
hasty in giving him a seat at the table.” 

“He does not necessarily understand the Japanese code of honor 
and respect that we live by,” Akiyama said. 

“T share your doubts about Vasili,” Chobei said. “Though I must 
give him credit for helping me with the Taira-kai. Without his 
guarantorship in my dealings with them, things would not be going so 
smoothly.” 

“He ... his what?” Yoshii said, his eyes suddenly sharp. 

“Vasili has vouched for me in my dealings with them. I appear to 
have overstepped my bounds, but he has offered to act as guarantor 
for me. Merely a temporary measure.” 

Yoshii shot a brief but significant glance in Akiyama’s direction. He 
looked away just as quickly. 

“How are things with the Taira-kai?” Yoshii asked. 

“Peaceful, for the moment. Though I am not encouraged by their 
continual advances into my territory.” 

“Nor should you be. I wonder if, perhaps, they aren’t testing your 
resolve?” Yoshii said innocently enough. Tamazaki noticed his 
sideways glance at Chobei while he sipped his champagne, as if 
gauging whether he had hit the mark. 

“That would be foolish of them. They don’t have the men here to 
hold their position, should it come to hostilities.” 

“No, no they don’t,” Akiyama said. “But maybe they’re testing the 
waters. Seeing if you push back before establishing their beachhead. 
Forging ahead until they sense resistance.” 

“Yes. Strange they would push into Kawasaki City, which is clearly 
your home turf, without so much as a by-your-leave.” 

“Well, I certainly see your point. But I don’t want to risk the fragile 
peace we’ve reached.” 

Tamazaki was relieved to hear his boss be sensible for once. 

“Of course, of course,” Yoshii said. “But you don’t have to resort to 
bloodshed to make yourself heard. It’s not uncommon to exact a 
tribute, of sorts, from a rival gang that you graciously allow to operate 


on your turf.” 

“Tt’s a show of respect, really,” Akiyama added. “A sign that you 
are in control, and that they recognize your authority in the region. 
Proof that you are master of your domain.” 

“Yes, exactly!” Yoshii said with a smile. “You are the master of 
your domain, aren’t you?” 

Tamazaki’s heart sank as Chobei began nodding along. 

“Perhaps you're right. Pll speak with this Soseki, see if we can’t 
work out an arrangement.” 

“['m sure with your knack for diplomacy, you’d be able to work 
something out without a problem.” 

“Yes. If that mangled freak doesn’t see how reasonable we are, I'll 
make him see it.” Chobei was already warming to the idea. 

“Good lad. You see, Chobei, you must always command respect. 
Because in this game, without respect you are nothing. And that’s why 
no response is too extreme, or off-limits, when honor is at stake.” 

Chobei nodded solemnly at this. “I feel the same way.” 

Yoshii flashed his snake’s grin. 

“So glad to hear you say that!” 


Chapter Twenty- Two 


Mei stood in the doorway to her father’s apartment, staring at the 
scene before her in mute shock. It wasn’t the fact that her father was 
slouched against the wall covered in blood that unnerved her so 
much. It was the fact that he was laughing hysterically. 

She ran over and crouched down in front of him, unsure of 
what to do. 

“Jesus, Dad, are you okay?” 

His face turned serious in an instant as he regarded her. Then he 
looked down at himself. One hand, dangling from his knee, was 
bleeding profusely, blood smeared on his rumpled clothing where he 
had tried to wipe it off. Angry streaks of crimson slashed across his 
shirt, while more bubbled up from a cut on his head, causing his 
greasy, unwashed hair to mat up into clumps. 

From his other hand dangled a mostly empty bottle of shochu 
streaked with blood up top, which turned to a pink dew at the bottom, 
where it mixed with the condensation on the bottle. He turned his 
puffy, bloodshot eyes back to her and spoke in his gentlest, 
most fatherly tone. 

“Why, I’m fine, dear, thanks for asking.” 

He began to snicker, which gave way to a howling cackle of 
laughter. He brought the bottle of shochu up for another pull. Mei 
took it off him when he was done. 

“Come on, Dad, let’s get you cleaned up.” 

She dragged him to his feet and guided him to the bathroom. She 
was surprised by how light he felt, as if it was a bundle of sticks under 
his clothing. She maneuvered him to the sink and began washing him 
off with soapy water. Then she steered him into the kitchen, to a seat 
at the table. She grabbed a beer from the fridge and sat down opposite 
him. Mei wasn’t too pleased to see that he had found another bottle 
somewhere, but she didn’t say anything. 

“So what’s this all about?” 

“T lost it.” 

“Yeah, no shit, Dad—” 

“T lost my healthcare. And my pension. But it’s the healthcare 
that’s got me worried.” 

“Oh my God. I thought they couldn’t do that. Is this because of ... 


you know, the raid?” 

“That’s what I thought too, but no. The government doesn’t have 
the money to fund the pensions, so they’re just not honoring them. 
And as for healthcare, I went to the hospital recently for some tests. 
They said they couldn’t accept my government insurance card.” 

“Tm sure it’s just a clerical error or something.” 

“The pension I can probably get by without,” he said as if he 
hadn’t heard her. “I’ve got some money saved up, I’ll make do. But not 
the health insurance. I can’t get by without that.” 

“Well, luckily you don’t have any health issues right now. That 
should ...” She trailed off when she saw the look on his face. “Dad?” 

“Cancer.” 

“What?” 

“Of the thyroid. Just like your mom. Hell, just like everyone else 
in this city.” 

“Oh God, Dad ... Idon’t ...” 

She sat there stunned. Finally it occurred to her to go and comfort 
him. She went around and gave him an awkward sideways hug, which 
he halfheartedly returned. She took the seat next to him, holding on 
to his hand. 

“How do you feel?” 

“Like I just got fucked in the ass.” He took another pull off his 
shochu. 

She was shocked less by the words, and more by hearing them 
from her dad. He almost never swore. Mei took the bottle from him 
and put it on the table. 

“Seriously, do you have any symptoms?” 

“Tm tired a lot. Not much appetite.” 

“We'll get this sorted out.” 

He shook his head. “I’ve been calling old friends, seeing if they’ve 
had the same experience. Reached a few of them. As for the rest, 
mostly talked to their widows. A lot of them told me the same story.” 

“It’s got to be a mistake. They can’t just leave former police out in 
the cold like this.” 

“T thought so too. Finally reached one of my old commanding 
officers. He said it wasn’t a fluke, that it’s been going on for a while 
now because of the underfunded pension scheme. ‘Sacrifices have to 
be made,’ is the way he put it.” 

“How come this hasn’t been in the papers?” 

Her father snorted, then laughed. “Because the Asahi Shimbun and 
NHK are basically just mouthpieces for the administration. The others 
have been gutted to the point where they just base their reporting on 
what the Asahi writes. Couple of blogs are covering it. Not that 
anyone’s listening to what they say.” 


“T can't believe the other parties aren't hammering them on it.” 

“What I’ve heard is it was slipped into last year’s emergency 
spending bill and passed without debate or opposition. Now the other 
parties don't want to make it an issue, because they’d have to admit 
they didn't read the damn thing.” 

“How long do you have?” 

“With treatment? Years, maybe. Without? A few months.” 

“This isn’t right.” 

“No, it’s not. But it’s the way it is. Nothing we can do about it.” 

“Bullshit, we’re going to fight this.” 

Mei was growing heated. She considered things like concern and 
sympathy to be useless, just wasted emotion. But anger, that was 
something she could work with. Something she could use to fuel her. 

“T’m not going to stand by and just let them—” 

“Stop,” her father said, weakly. “Just stop.” 

“Dad?” 

“Tt’s just, being faced with this ... it got me thinking. Well, I was 
drinking too, and that helped. But it occurred to me that I was so 
afraid to die, but ... but why? I already died the day I quit the force. I 
mean, spiritually, at least. The only thing that didn’t die that day was 
this ... this ... dross,” he said with a contemptuous wave at his body. 

“Dad, I don’t like hearing you talk this way.” 

“But why bother? Why bother trying to save this? Without the 
spirit, what’s left? Nothing but flesh and bone. Just the perishable. So 
just ... let it perish.” 

“Why did you do it, Dad? Why did you quit?” 

Her father shook his head and looked away. Every time she had 
asked before, he had deflected the question. She had been in high 
school when her father had quit. And even though it had shattered her 
image of the man she loved, he had always refused to talk about it. 
The fact that he wouldn’t even acknowledge it or own up had just 
fueled her resentment further. 

“You really want to know, don’t you?” 

Mei nodded. 

“How much of the story do you already know?” 

“Just the basics. That you led a raid as part of some big case, then 
destroyed the evidence and quit the same day.” 

Her father nodded. “Guess it’s about time you heard the rest, 
then.” He took a long pull on the bottle. Even then he seemed 
reluctant. 

“What did you find in there?” 

“We never searched the place. I’m sure the evidence was there. But 
we never even looked. Because what we saw when we got there 
stopped us cold.” 


“What?” 

“The walls were hung with pictures. Hundreds of them, in color, 
black and white, all shapes and sizes, you name it. Those pictures ...” 
He shook his head. 

“What were they pictures of?” 

“You, mostly.” 

“Me?” 

“And your mother. Some with me in them too, as I recall. But it 
was the ones with you that terrified me the most. There were photos 
of the other cops’ families too, of course.” 

“Photos of me ... doing what?” 

“Going to school, practicing with your martial arts club, hanging 
out with your friends, even some of you sleeping in your room.” 

Mei wanted to be sick. She felt violated. Without meeting her gaze, 
her father continued. 

“And the thing is, they went back years. I mean, they had been 
keeping tabs on our family for quite some time. Longer than our 
investigation into them. I thought that finally it was our turn to catch 
them with their pants down, but they saw us _ coming 
from miles away.” 

“So you just left straight away, then?” 

“Not right away. There was a single guy in the headquarters. He 
just sat there, twirling around in his office chair. Sometimes he’d get 
up to point out pictures he particularly liked. But mostly he just sat 
there grinning this shit-eating grin. He didn’t have to tell me what the 
pictures meant. The threat was clear. So, I did the only thing I 
could do. 1...” 

He faltered here, choking on his own words. 

“T went back to the precinct, piled up our evidence boxes—the sum 
total of a painstaking three-year investigation, mind you—and set it 
on fire. I sat there watching as my investigation, my career, my future, 
all of it, turned to smoke and ash. It only took about fifteen minutes 
for a lifetime’s worth of work to go completely up in flames.” 

Mei looked down at her hands. She had no idea what to say. 
Seeing her father talk about it now, she realized that this wasn’t an 
old wound. Even after all this time, it had clearly remained open and 
festering. She hated herself in that moment for all the times she had 
poked at it, taking her cruel jabs at him, considering he had borne this 
cross for her sake. 

“Didn’t matter, though, in the end. Not really. Because I lost you 
that day anyway. Your respect for me burned up faster than those 
boxes did when you heard.” 

“Dad, I’m so sorry, if I had known—” 

“If you had known, you’d have been too terrified to leave the 


apartment. No, I couldn’t tell you the truth, much as I might have 
wanted. Then again, I had no idea at the time how long or how hot 
your disdain for me would burn.” 

“Tm sorry, Dad. I’ve been too hard on you. I wish you had said 
something, at some point.” 

Her father gave a wave of his hand. “It’s in the past. Let it lie.” 

“T can’t change the past, but I sure as shit can do something about 
the future. And we’re going to fight this, Dad. No way am I going to 
let this stand.” 

“No one else has been able to get their death sentence reversed. 
Least none of the friends or widows I talked to. Not sure what you 
plan to do different.” 

“T don’t either,” Mei said. “But we’ll figure something out. You’re 
worth fighting for.” 

With that, Mei gave her father a bear hug. He was confused at first, 
but eventually he began to hug her back. 


Chapter Twenty- Three 


“T don’t owe you anything, you know.” 

Satoshi could only see Uemura’s eyes through the narrow gap 
between the door and its frame allowed by the short chain lock. 
Uemura tried to close the door completely, but Satoshi was able to 
wedge it open with his foot. The man on the other side swore at him. 

Uemura had been part of the same crew as Satoshi and Masa under 
Osammy “The Whale” Nakamoto. At least until Osammy had turned 
against him for reasons Satoshi still didn’t fully understand. Their boss 
had had Satoshi and Masa rough him up to teach him a lesson on the 
way out. Satoshi didn’t even remember what the lesson was now. But 
it looked like Uemura hadn’t forgotten. 

“T know you don’t owe me anything, I just want to talk. Won’t take 
a minute.” 

“Well, since I can’t close my door until you’re gone, ask away.” 

“You going to let me in?” Satoshi asked. 

Some of the building’s other residents were walking by. It was hard 
to appear nonchalant as he stood propping the man’s door open. 

“No.” 

Satoshi sighed. “Fine. I’m looking for Masa. I wanted to see if 
you’ve seen or heard anything from him.” 

“Yeah, where is Masa?” Uemura asked, peering past Satoshi. 
“Shouldn’t your little butt-boy be right here with you? Maybe with 
your hands in each other’s back pockets?” 

“We had a bit of a falling out. I need to find him now.” 

“Can’t say I’ve seen him. Which is really about the one bright spot 
in my life right now.” 

“Have you heard anything from—” 

“You know I still have chronic back pain from that night?” 

“What, you mean from—” 

“Yeah, the beating you assholes laid on me.” 

“Look, I didn't lay a finger on you. That was Masa.” 

“No, you just held me down, as I recall.” 

“Well, it’s not like I gave the orders. That was—” 

“T know who gave the orders! Fuck’s sake, kid, I was a member of 
that crew too, you know. I joined them when you and Masa were still 
sucking at your mothers’ teats. Hell, I was there before Osammy even 


came on, and lasted right until he kicked me out.” 

“Then you should understand my position,” Satoshi said. “Osammy 
didn’t exactly take kindly to dissent.” 

“You’ve always been a good little Nazi,” Uemura spat. “Always just 
following orders, this one. Why ask uncomfortable questions when 
you can just use your fists?” 

“Goddammit, you know I hated Osammy every bit as much as you 
did. The man was a monster—” 

“And yet that didn’t stop you from doing his dirty work.” 

“Orders are orders. Osammy didn’t like me much more than he did 
you. Especially not after that Osammy Ball bullshit. If I stopped doing 
what I was told—” 

“So you fucked up my life to save your own worthless ass? 
Typical.” 

“You know, if it’s any consolation, I’m looking for Masa because 
Vasili wants him ...” 

“What?” 

“Vasili wants him dead. So if you want to get back at him, now’s 
your chance.” 

“Ho-ho! So now the right hand has turned on the left. Do you not 
have even just a shred of honor to you? Have you ever even heard the 
word integrity?” 

Satoshi said nothing. He could put up with a little abuse if it got 
him somewhere. 

“You know, if this role of yours as a bootlicker to the yakuza 
doesn’t work out, you could probably get a gig with the Dark Army. 
I’m sure those fascists have some nice black boots you could lick 
clean for them.” 

“You know anything or not?” 

“Me? Oh, how I wish I did. But sadly I don’t. I left that game the 
same night you left me battered and broken.” 

“T said—” 

“But Osammy, he’d know.” 

“You winding me up again?” 

“Nope. Straight shit here. Heard it from Yunokawa that Osammy’s 
been seeing Masa a lot lately. Like they’re working on something 
together.” 

“Damn,” Satoshi said with a shake of his head. “Everything keeps 
leading me back to Osammy.” It wasn’t a direction he wanted 
to head in. 

“Yeah, welcome to my world.” 

“You’re sure about this?” 

“T trust Yunokawa. He’s a stand-up guy. In fact, I think he was the 
only one that didn’t turn his back on me when the rest of you—” 


“Right, got it. Looks like Pll have to pay Osammy a visit, then. 
Thanks for your help.” 

Satoshi began walking away. 

“Hey, Satoshi?” 

He stopped and looked back. 

“T hope you do find your girlfriend, if only so that Vasili puts that 
mad dog down.” 

“Thanks for your support.” 

“And when you’re done, don’t forget to kill yourself too.” 


“Yeah, we used to fuck. That what you want to know?” 

“No, I want to know where he is.” 

“Oh. Can’t help you there.” 

Satoshi sighed. Of course not. 

He had tracked down one of Masa’s old girlfriends (or fuck- 
buddies, to hear her tell it). Now he was sitting at the bar of the strip 
club where she worked, chatting her up on her smoke break. Through 
the hazy mist of blue smoke from her cigarette, he could see several 
topless dancers swaying listlessly on the stage for the sparse early- 
evening crowd. Satoshi looked back at the woman, who said her name 
was Hoshi. 

He should be home with Hisoka now, helping her recover and 
mending the damage he had done to their relationship. Instead he was 
back on the trail. He sighed and tried to ignore the guilt and shame 
burning a hole through him. 

“No? You never went back to his place for any of your romantic 
trysts?” 

Hoshi snorted. “You’re funny. He took me back to a few of his 
hovels. Vacants he was squatting in, or filthy flophouses. But he 
moved around a lot. He was pretty paranoid. I insisted on love hotels 
after I saw one of the mattresses moving.” 

“Buy the lady a drink?” the bartender asked as he wandered in 
their direction. 

“Sure,” Satoshi said. “And I’ll have a beer.” 

The bartender apparently already knew her order. He made their 
drinks, then slid them over. “That’ll be one thousand yen for your beer 
and five thousand yen for her tequila sunrise.” 

“Five thousand yen?” Satoshi asked. 

“Tt’s how we make our money,” Hoshi said, sipping her cocktail. 

Satoshi shrugged and paid up. He hoped whatever information she 
had was worth it. 


“So anyway, these places he took you to, you remember anything 
about them? Addresses? General location?” 

“Once in one of the abandoned high-rises in Tsukishima. Another 
was somewhere around Motosumiyoshi. That’s about all I know.” 

“Were there other people there?” 

“T’m not into threesomes.” 

“T meant at the apartments.” 

“People? No. Cockroaches? Yeah.” 

“Yow’re not in contact with him anymore?” 

“No, he stopped calling me. Ran into him at a bar, but he said he 
was spending more time with his ex or something. Sakura? Saeko, 
maybe?” 

“Sachiko?” 

She snapped her fingers. “That’s it.” 

That didn’t make any sense to him, but he let it go. 

“He didn’t mention anyone else?” 

She shook her head. After a few more rounds of questions that led 
nowhere, Satoshi was about to head out. 

“Well, thanks for your time.” He stood up to leave. 

“Hey, you need anything else?” Hoshi asked. 

“Like what?” 

“You tell me.” 

“T’ve got a girlfriend.” 

“Not what I’m talking about. Let me guess, your poison is ... let’s 
see. You’re too laid-back for molly or coke. I don’t think you’re into 
that weird spore shit. But I could be wrong, you seem like you’ve got 
some darkness in you. Hmm, I’m going to say trivalium? Maybe 
Dextro.” 

“T take Dextro sometimes, but just for work.” 

“Yeah, me too, for a while.” 

“Tt just helps me focus, keeps me clear.” 

“Dextro? You sure about that? I had to stop taking it because it 
was fucking with my head. Started seeing shit, even when I wasn’t on 
it. Had other friends say the same.” 

“I just slow-dose it.” 

Hoshi shrugged. “Well, good luck with that. But a bad trip on that 
is as bad as trancespore. Believe me, I know from experience.” 

Satoshi thought about the strange things he had been seeing lately. 
The things that weren’t there, the too-vivid dreams. He figured it was 
just the stress he was under from this job. But what if she was right? 
He didn’t want to think about it for now, so he just changed the 
subject. 

“Trancespore? What’s that?” 

“Shit that some of the undergrounders use. It grows down there. I 


mean, it grows up here too, but not like it does down there.” 

“What’s it do?” 

“Makes you trip balls,” Hoshi said, inhaling on her cigarette and 
folding her arms across herself. “Real powerful visions. But terrifying. 
I tried it once. It comes on slow, and everything just seems ... off, like 
you’re uncomfortable but don’t know why. Then it just builds and 
builds. Everything else falls away until you’re just in your head seeing, 
like, the worst shit imaginable.” 

“Why would anyone take that willingly?” 

“IT dunno, some people say they get something out of the 
experience. But then, I gave up on drugged-out epiphanies a long time 
ago. I had a friend who got really into that shit, though.” 

“T feel like this story doesn’t end well.” 

“She eventually left her boyfriend, moved out of her place, just 
totally disappeared. We think she joined one of the cults, like maybe 
she’s living with the undergrounders or something. But none of us 
know for sure. Another one of the girls here is into the spore, but it’s 
not like she threw her life away to live in a hole in the ground or 
nothing. It’s one of the foreign girls, but I don’t think she’s here 
today.” 

“That’s okay, I really should be on my way.” 

“You want some Dextro? I could get you some.” 

“T’ve got a guy. Thanks, though.” 

“Yeah, sorry I couldn’t give you much to go on. Hope you find 
what you’re looking for.” 

Satoshi nodded. “Yeah, you too.” 


Vasili sat at the edge of the bed, watching wartime images flicker over 
the massive television set hung on the wall. 

“'.. with the fall of Novosibirsk, Anti-Putinista forces have 
consolidated their position and appear to be pushing on towards 
Krasnoyarsk. But self-appointed Czar Kusnetzov remains defiant in 
Moscow. The city is on virtual lockdown, with reports of mass 
executions of Anti-Putinists and even public displays of their mutilated 
corpses. It is unclear whether this is being done by the Czar and his 
military forces themselves, or simply by loyalists among the citizenry. 
As the forces clash, the country is gripped by massive food shortages 
and deprivation as a result of ...” 

Vasili muted the television when Kameko came back into the 
room. She looked at the screen, with its succession of images. Soldiers 
marching, a city being shelled by mortar rounds, an elderly woman 


cradling most of a young boy. 

“Is funny, really. Russia became failed state so slowly no one 
noticed.” 

“Everyone noticed,” Kameko said. “It’s just that nobody 
gave a fuck.” 

Vasili grunted. “I wonder if the same _ thing isn’t 
happening here now.” 

“What, you mean the Dark Army?” 

“Yes, Dark Army. Members of your National Diet are openly calling 
for national isolation or war on China. Gangs are smashing up Chinese 
and Korean neighborhoods. Is like Russia when I was growing up.” 

“Well, fuck,” Kameko said. “Japan is bad enough as it is without 
turning into Russia.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Nothing personal. How was the board meeting? Anything new 
there?” 

“Same old shit from the same old assholes. Flexing and chest- 
beating from a bunch of aging gangsters. Only with more ass-kissing 
now that succession is on everyone’s mind.” 

“I don’t understand why you’re not campaigning harder for it. 
With your close relationship to the old woman, you’d have a good 
chance.” 

“[’m not sure I want it.” 

Kameko didn’t say anything, but her upturned eyebrow practically 
served as a question mark. 

“T don’t know if getting more involved is what I want now. I think 
maybe I’m at point where I start pulling back, turning it over to next 
generation.” 

“And you really think you’ll be allowed to do that if someone like 
Hashimoto or Takeuchi is in charge?” 

“[m not too worried about those sadists falling into power. I’m 
more concerned about Yoshii, Akiyama, Matsuo. That whole 
contingent is almost as brutal, but far more cunning.” 

“True. At least Akiyama will be dead soon. Last time I saw him, he 
already looked like a corpse.” 

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Vasili said. “He seemed a lot healthier at 
the meeting.” 

“Really? He was so bloated and jaundiced when I saw him I was 
sure he didn’t have long. Thought he’d be in full-on liver 
failure by now.” 

“Well, whatever devil he prays to, or human sacrifices he’s 
performing to stay healthy, it’s working. Unfortunately.” 

“Too bad. But do you really want to see one of them in charge? 
You think they’d let you retire peacefully? Those guys hate you. It 


won’t be you watering tomatoes with your grandson in a sunny 
orchard. It will be you and your grandson fertilizing those tomatoes 
from their roots.” 

“Fuck, that is dark. You sure you’re not Russian?” 

“Look, ’m just saying that you can do a lot more good by taking 
charge than you can by fading away.” 

“T don’t know,” he said with a shake of his head. “Besides, we still 
don’t know what Masa’s planning to do. Still, he is out there. And just 
because he has not dropped bomb on us yet, doesn’t mean he won’t. If 
Eriko or the others found out I tried to move against Chobei ...” 

“T have faith in Satoshi. He’ll find Masa.” 

“Tm sure he will too. Whether it happens in time or not is different 
matter.” 

“Why not put more men on it?” 

“When Tengu was tearing up the city for me, I had him looking on 
the down low. But I don’t want it becoming common knowledge that 
I’m after Masa.” 

“Well, then, all we can do is assume it won’t be an issue and plan 
for the future. I still think you should give more thought to being 
shacho.” 

“T have been in this game for forty-three years, with more than 
twenty-five years as a boss. Is a long time to keep the machinery 
running, to keep the whole thing from flying apart or sucking you into 
the gears. It wears you out.” 

“So you’re saying you feel like the weight of the world rests on 
your shoulders? Is that it? But you’re ready to shrug it off?” 

“Not shrug, maybe. Just not take on more weight.” 

Kameko shook her head. “Do you know Ryunosuke Akutagawa?” 

“The writer?” 

“Yeah. Something he wrote always stuck with me. The line about 
how he pitied the gods.” 

“Pitied the gods? Why?” 

“Because unlike normal people, gods can’t kill themselves.” 

Vasili didn’t answer. 

Kameko had trouble getting to sleep that night. She tried 
everything to calm her racing mind, but nothing seemed to work. 
Finally, at a certain point, her galloping thoughts came to a sudden 
standstill as realization struck her. Her eyes snapped open wide, and 
she spoke aloud to the dark around her. 

“Human sacrifices.” 


Chapter Twenty-Four 


“Goddamn him!” Masa roared. “That was my crowd, my moment. And 
he fucking stole it all from me! Him and that fucking goblin 
piece of shit.” 

“Calm down,” Sachiko said. She was leaning against one of the 
wooden gates at Atago Shrine. Masa was pacing in circles by the 
shrine in a state of fury. 

“Calm down? That was my victory! My opponent was twice my 
size, easily. And I outfought him every step of the way. And the 
crowd! They fucking loved it! But would he give me just a few 
moments to bask in it? No! That fuck tried to grab me in front of 
everyone. Started a riot that led to the rest of the fights being 
canceled. Now the results have been invalidated and we'll have to 
qualify all over again.” 

“So? You beat the guy before, you can beat him again, right? What 
are you afraid of?” 

“Tm not afraid of anything!” Masa raged. “And it won’t be the 
same guy, he ... probably won’t be walking for a while. But they’ll 
find some other giant for me to face off against. Because they want to 
see me lose just as much as everyone else!” 

“Then why keep doing it?” Sachiko asked. “Why keep fighting?” 

“Because ... it’s the only time I feel alive. All those people 
cheering. The thrill of the fight. The sense of accomplishment, of 
victory from proving all those fuckers wrong. Sure, some of them hate 
me. But most of them can’t help but respect me.” 

“T respected you. My approval was never enough for you, though, 
remember?” 

“That was different. But hell, while we’re talking about it, Satoshi 
had a part in that too, didn’t he?” 

“Don’t blame him for what happened to us. It was you in the end.” 

“Yeah, but he had his role in it too. Believe me. Now I hear he’s 
going to have a kid! Did you know that?” 

“Of course not.” 

“Well, he is! You know who I fucking heard it from?” 

Sachiko rolled her eyes. “You know I have no idea.” 

“Osammy. That’s who. That guy’s more plugged in now than I am 
to what’s going on with Satoshi. And they fucking hate each other!” 


“So how does Osammy know?” 

“He keeps an eye on things. Even from way out there.” 

Sachiko considered this. “It might be a good thing, him having a 
kid. I can see him being a good dad.” 

“Are you serious? A guy like Satoshi can’t raise a kid. He’s only 
half a person!” 

“Oh, come now, you’re in no position to talk.” 

“Yes, Iam! I should know, because I’m the other half!” 

“Is this back to your jealousy of him? I mean, it sounds like you 
want to be having this baby with him.” 

“Tm not jealous of him. Or of ... what’s-her-name.” 

“Like you don’t know what her name is.” 

“Shut the fuck up!” he snarled. He got up close, raising his fist in a 
threatening manner. 

“You gonna hit me?” Sachiko said. “Go ahead and hit me, see what 
happens.” 

Masa stood there with his fist cocked and shaking, then finally 
turned his rage to the wooden beam of the gate she was leaning 
against. After several strikes, Masa’s anger was spent, and he gave up. 
Sachiko saw that the beam was cracked and bowed inward slightly 
where he had been hitting it. 

“You want me to go? Because I can go anytime if 
you’d rather be—” 

“Don’t go,” Masa said. His voice was calmer now, plaintive even. 
“Please.” 

She watched him without replying. 

“Please?” he was almost pleading. 

She sighed. “Alright. But calm the fuck down. Yow’re not angry at 
me. So don’t lash out at me just because I’m here.” 

“Okay.” 

“So ... why is Osammy keeping tabs on Satoshi? I thought you said 
they hated each other.” 

“They do. But see, Osammy’s sure it was Satoshi who set him up 
for a fall. I kept telling him it couldn’t be Satoshi. Because no matter 
what else, he’s always been a loyal soldier.” 

“But now?” 

“Now I’m not so sure. I don’t know what to think of Satoshi.” 

“Why hasn’t Osammy killed Satoshi, then? He’s done people 
in for less.” 

“Yeah. Many times. He wanted to do Satoshi too, but I stopped 
him. We were close back then.” 

“Who, you and Satoshi or you and Osammy?” 

“Both, really.” 

“You still seeing Osammy much?” Sachiko asked. 


“Yeah. We’re ... working on something. Something big.” 

“You want to talk about it?” 

“Yes. But not now. Maybe a little later. First I need to deal with 
this Satoshi problem. I thought if I avoided him, he’d go away 
eventually. But that little bootlick isn’t going to stop until he’s served 
me up to Vasili on a platter. Even after everything we’ve been through 
together. Fuck if ’m going to let that happen.” 

“How can you criticize him for following orders? You’ve played 
the part of the loyal soldier too, you know.” 

“Yeah, but there’s a difference. I can think for myself. I don’t 
always do what the boss says, just because the boss says it.” 

“Oh, really?” Sachiko asked. “What about me, then?” 

“That was ...” Masa looked at her, then looked away. 

He didn’t have an answer for that. 


“Man, fuck this,” Kato said, throwing the folder he had been going 
through across the table. The documents inside spilled out onto the 
floor. “How long is that bitch going to punish us with this?” 

Ina just shook his head. “I don’t know, but I’m about to call it a 
night. I can’t take much more of this.” 

“First she has us trawling the reclaimeds for days, now we’re on 
background research duty. Fucking bullshit. We’re the only solid 
police they’ve got on this case. We should be out there cracking skulls, 
finding leads, getting shit done!” 

“T hear you. Fucking chain of command.” 

“Yeah, that only works when you don’t have some bitch above you 
who doesn’t understand the job.” 

“Hey, you want to knock off soon? Grab a drink? I could certainly 
use a few.” 

“T hear you there. Let me grab my things and we’ll—” 

He was interrupted by the sound of the phone ringing. 
Ina grabbed it. 

“Hello? Yes ... sir, I can take your call ...” As he listened, he began 
smiling. He snapped for Kato to hand him a nearby pen and began 
furiously scribbling down notes on the nearest sheet of paper. When 
he was done, he looked up at Kato. 

“How about we hold off on that drink for a few hours? Because by 
then we'll really have something to celebrate!” 


Chapter Twenty-Five 


Yoshii sat in the darkened room that served as his command center, 
watching the monitors. The images flickering on the screens provided 
the only illumination in the confined office. His eyes flicked from one 
monitor to the next, each one showing a different corner of the Kabuki 
Lounge club. He scanned the private rooms again. 

The couple in Room 5 was mid-blowjob. The girl in Room 6 looked 
like she was either negotiating the price or setting the ground rules 
with her customer. The action in Room 7 looked to be getting a little 
rough, but not rough enough to put a stop to it yet. Not for such a 
steady customer. Room 8 involved an ongoing threeway. Room 9’s 
customer was desperately trying to get it up. Yoshii smiled at that last 
one. Sorry, buddy, should have checked that before paying for a private 
room. No refunds. 

His eyes flitted over to the camera above the entrance, where his 
smile died on his face. He could tell before he even turned the 
entryway microphone on that the woman was a cop. Just something 
about the way she carried herself, how she wouldn’t take no for an 
answer from the doorman. He switched the embedded microphone on 
and turned the volume up. 

“’.. don’t know about that, but let me check for you,” the doorman 
said as he turned to walk away. 

“Won’t take more than a few minutes,” she said. 

The doorman picked up the phone set in the wall in the front 
hallway. Yoshii picked up the receiver on his end. 

“You're seeing this, sir?” he asked in a low voice. 

“Yes. Let her in.” 

“You sure? She’s police.” 

“T figured. Take her to the bar and wait for me there.” 

Yoshii pressed the alarm button. Each of the private rooms, and 
the main and side bars, were outfitted with red lightbulbs that lit up 
at the press of the button. They served as visual alarms for the staff 
that a cop was there. But to outsiders, they were just another red lamp 
indistinguishable from the other dim _ lighting within the 
establishment. Those in the well-concealed hallway of private rooms 
knew not to come out when the light was on. 

Yoshii locked his office and began heading downstairs to the main 


floor. He didn’t like this one bit. If it was a raid, the police would have 
come in force, dressed up in their finest riot gear with reporters in 
tow. In such instances, the police got some footage on the evening 
news of them being tough on crime while wearing their pseudo-army 
gear. A few of the foreign girls were rounded up and deported, while 
the local girls were fined. And he got a slap-on-the-wrist fine and was 
tacitly allowed to go on operating after a few days. A mild 
inconvenience, but just the cost of doing business. This was different, 
however. 

A single detective here on her own wasn’t a good sign. There were 
a few possible reasons she could be here, but if it was about what he 
suspected it was about, things might have to get ugly soon. 

When he emerged, the bouncer was already standing in the bar 
area with the cop. She was looking around the room. It was a large, 
open floor space with clusters of couches and seats scattered about. 
These were mostly occupied by small groups of men flirting with his 
girls, with the occasional couple here and there. 

“Hello, Officer,” Yoshii said as he approached. Yes, I know what you 
are was the comment’s implied meaning. 

“Hello, ’m Detective Kimura. And who might you be?” 

“Manabu Yoshii, I’m the owner of this establishment.” 

“Would you mind answering a few questions regarding an ongoing 
investigation?” 

“Not at all. In case you’re wondering, I have all the proper licenses 
and permits. All up to date, of course, plus—” 

“T don’t care about your titty joint.” 

“We like to think of ourselves as a hostess club for the 
discriminating gentleman. Not a ‘titty joint.” 

She nodded. “I’ll be sure to include that in my write-up. I’m 
investigating the disappearance of Alyona Petrov in connection with 
the larger Shibuya serial killer case. Our investigation has revealed 
that she was working here.” 

She paused here and looked at Yoshii. He had seen this trick 
before. Plenty of times. It was an old standard in the police tool kit. 
Pause frequently so the other person would get uncomfortable with 
the silence and start talking to fill it. But Yoshii was just fine with 
silence, especially where cops were concerned. He remained silent 
until she resumed talking. He relaxed somewhat too, as the move 
pegged her as an amateur. One who watched too many cop movies, 
perhaps. 

“Do you have any information regarding the deceased that may be 
of assistance?” 

“Such as?” 

“Such as why you didn’t report her missing, for starters. Or why 


you didn’t come forward when you knew she was part of an ongoing 
investigation.” 

“As to your first question, the girls here come and go all the time, 
especially the foreigners. It’s not uncommon for them to just stop 
showing up. As to your second question, you can see why a business 
owner in my position might be reluctant to involve the police.” 

“Why’s that? Doing anything illegal here?” 

“No, but that doesn’t stop the police from shaking me down. 
Demanding bribes or comp’d tabs not to raid me or write me up on 
false charges. If you ask me, they’re worse than the gangsters 
in this city.” 

“Spare me the put-upon, struggling business owner nonsense. If 
you have information that could lead to the arrest of this madman, 
you should have reported it.” 

“Well, happy to do that now. Ask away.” 

“Did you notice any suspicious activity before Ms. Petrov’s 
disappearance?” 

“Like what?” 

“Anything in her demeanor indicating that she was afraid? Any 
unusual customers hanging around her?” 

“IT don’t interact with the girls that much. But I didn’t notice 
anything suspicious. She was popular with the customers. Real 
bubbly.” 

“Did you ever see her with this man?” Mei said, holding up a 
photo. “His name is Masahiro Shiku, Masa for short.” 

Yoshii looked at the photo as if he didn’t already know who Masa 
was. He hoped the recognition wouldn’t show in his eyes as he shook 
his head and handed the photo back. “Never seen him around before.” 

“So he’s never been here before?” 

“T didn’t say that. I’ve just never seen him myself.” 

“Are you involved in the club’s daily operations much?” 

“T own a number of establishments in the area. I take something of 
a hands-off management approach.” 

“Tm sure the girls appreciate it.” 

“Yes, youre very clever.” 

“Do you have any information on where she was staying?” 

“Afraid I couldn’t tell you.” 

“Uh-huh. How about anything about what she did when 
she wasn’t here?” 

“Hands off,” Yoshii said, holding his hands up and out with a 
smile. 

“Okay, how about her visa status?” 

The smile died on Yoshii’s lips. His guard went right back up. 
Maybe she wasn’t the amateur he had pegged her for. Her questioning 


was getting more focused, more aggressive. 

“Because if she was just here on a tourist visa, she wouldn’t have 
been able to hold a job.” 

“Yes. I’m quite aware. I believe she had a working visa.” 

“You don’t know for sure? Any records on that?” 

“Generally we don’t ask unless we have reason to suspect they 
don’t. If they come here looking for work, we assume they have 
the proper—” 

“What can you tell me about STK Modeling? They a company 
you work with?” 

Yoshii was starting to get rattled, but he tried not to show it. How 
the fuck did she know about that? 

“No, never heard of it.” 

“So I’m to believe you don't own it?” 

Yoshii was getting nervous. How much did she know, versus how 
much was she guessing here? He assumed she was_ just 
bluffing him here. 

“T do not. Never heard of it.” 

“It’s the agency that bought her plane ticket over here. Right 
before she arrived here on a tourist visa.” 

“IT see, I wasn’t—” 

“These other girls, they deal with STK Modeling too?” 

“T wouldn’t know, Detective. To be honest, I’ve never—” 

“Never heard of them, sure, sure,” she said, interrupting him again. 
“Tm wondering if any of these other girls might have heard of them?” 

“T couldn’t tell you. Like I—” 

“So you never heard of them?” 

“No, I—” 

“So you use a different agency?” 

“We don’t go through any—” 

“Just straight recruitment, then?” 

“The girls find us through their contacts and they—” 

“So the girls are close? Maybe I could talk to some of them?” 

“Tf you like I could arrange for you to speak with some of them. 
But I’m afraid that during business hours, it would be 
quite impossible to—” 

“Hi, everyone!” the woman shouted to the room. All eyes turned 
her way. “I’m Detective Kimura with the Shibuya Police Department!” 

Yoshii noticed several men discretely get up and begin making 
their way towards the door. 

“Tm looking for anyone that knows anything about Alyona Petrov. 
She used to work here. If you have any information about her death, 
please call me at the Shibuya Station and ask for Kimura! They’ll 
patch it through. Thanks!” 


Yoshii eyed her furiously. “Are we done here?” 

She nodded, smiled sweetly, then patted him on the cheek and 
made for the door. Yoshii eyed her as she walked away. Once she was 
in the stairway down to the front entrance, he took out his phone and 
dialed one of his lieutenants. 

“Yeah, boss?” 

“When this woman leaves the front, I want her followed. Carefully 
and discreetly.” 

“Sure thing.” 

Just how much do you know, Detective Kimura? 


Chapter Twenty-Six 


“Fucking Tengu,” Kameko said into her radio handset. “That 
information of his better be accurate.” 

“If it is, that means the professor’s going to get attacked,” came 
Jeremy’s voice over the speaker. 

“Well ...” 

“But that’s not going to happen, right?” the Toymaker’s 
voice crackled next. 

“Not if Ihave anything to say about it,” Jeremy said. 

“Thanks, dawg. I knew you’d have my back.” 

“No doubt.” 

“Tm just saying,” Kameko said. “Instead of pulling guard duty 
here, I could be back at the house right now, getting ...” 

“Yes?” Jeremy and the Toymaker said at the same time. 

“Something to eat,” Kameko finished sweetly, catching herself. 

“In a manner of speaking,” Jun said from right beside her. 

She smiled. Having spent most of her waking moments in close 
proximity to Jun for the last few years, Kameko had developed a keen 
ability to read him. Whereas most people saw a quiet, taciturn robot, 
Kameko had learned to pick up on the subtle differences in his 
behavior. Cracking a joke for Jun meant it was a 
particularly good day. 

She and Jun were situated on top of a three-story office building 
with a view of the back alley where Jeremy was waiting in the van. 
The Toymaker was in one of the offices up in the building fronting the 
alley, doing what he did best. 

“Nice to see you’re in a good mood.” 

“Well, looks like we might be about to catch our killers. I’ll be glad 
to put all this behind us.” 

“Me too,” Kameko said. “But we haven’t caught them yet.” 

“Yeah, but there’s no way they can get in without us knowing. 
Then we’ve got them.” 

“Then we’ve got them,” she agreed, looking over at him. 
Something caught her eye, and she looked down at the gun along his 
leg. “You sure you want to go in there with that canon?” 

“What, this?” His weapon of choice for the evening was one of the 
Toymaker’s own creations. A slightly modified version of the massive 


Desert Eagle handgun, only with less recoil. She had seen it used a few 
times, always with devastating results. 

“Seeing someone’s head explode always freaks people out, throws 
them off their game. With multiple opponents, that’ll be important. 
Plus, if they’re pros, they’ll have bulletproof vests too. This will punch 
through them at close range. Or at least break their ribs.” 

Kameko shook her head. “I dunno. Seems dangerous at close 
quarters.” 

Jun shrugged. “Speak softly and carry a big gun. That’s what 
I always say.” 

“Or at least you would, if you ever talked.” 

He smiled and turned back to the building. 


Atsushi Yamada, aka the Toymaker, splashed water on his face. He 
stared into his tired, sagging eyes in the bathroom mirror, then gave 
himself a sharp slap across each cheek. These late nights were starting 
to get to him. The big man had them working overtime to pump out 
extra weapons, focusing mostly on ammunition. Vasili apparently 
envisioned a coming battle that would require unlimited ammo. Or 
else, Vasili wanted to stock up because he foresaw a scenario in which 
his source of ammo would be cut off. Atsushi shivered at that, 
considering what it meant for him. He turned off the light in the 
bathroom and walked down the short hallway back to the office. 

He walked past rows of temporary partition walls that divided the 
rooms into cubicles. He could see flashes of light from his printing 
apparatus off in the corner that illuminated the wall behind it. Even 
from here, he could hear the familiar whir of the machinery as the 
arm spread out the steel powder, followed by the sound of the 
sintering laser. 

He stopped to look in at one of the empty cubicles. There he saw 
printouts of office rules, a few photos of a man with a wife and two 
young kids (none of which showed the man smiling), some cut-rate 
office humor, and a few plastic action figures. He shook his head. 
What lives of quiet desperation these people must lead, he thought. Bound 
to the clock, forced to do what someone else tells them, no freedom or 
autonomy. Not like me, who ... fuck, he thought, just as realization hit 
him. Well, at least I get a change of scenery every now and then. 

He walked on. Just as he was about to round the last corner, the 
printer suddenly finished its run and fell quiet. That’s when he heard 
them. Voices. Whispering. He froze in his tracks. Did he hear right? 
He listened carefully. 


Yes. No doubt this time. Two voices, male, whispering back by his 
workstation. He tried to listen in but couldn’t hear what they were 
saying. He was about to back out towards the hallway where he had 
just come from. Back where the elevators were located. But he 
stopped in his tracks when he heard motion coming from that 
direction. Someone was there, and they were approaching the corner 
where his printer was. He dove into the closest cubicle. 

“You hear that?” one said, followed by a pause. 

“Naw, must be taking a piss. He’ll be back soon.” 

Atsushi held his breath, certain that every sound he made was ten 
times louder than it actually was. He was surprised they weren’t able 
to hear his heart as it jackhammered away in his chest. As quietly as 
he could, he reached for his radio handset, only to remember that he 
had left it by the printer. Well, shit. 

He was so close to it. If he could just get them to move, he might 
be able to get it and call for help. Still crouching down, he waddled 
over to the desk and picked up a stapler. He wedged himself in behind 
a file cabinet so that he couldn’t be seen from the aisle, then tossed 
the stapler as far as he could. It landed with a satisfying clatter a 
few rows over. 

“That must be him there. Let’s go!” 

He saw two shadows run by at a crouch, then he rolled out of his 
hiding spot and around the corner. He grabbed the radio handset off 
the table and sprinted away from the corner as fast as he could while 
moving at a crouch himself. 

“T don’t see him anywhere, do you?” he heard someone say from a 
few rows down. 

“Maybe it was a rat?” the other said from closer. 

When he heard them, he ducked into the nearest cubicle and 
hunkered down, trying to get out of sight from the aisle way. He 
turned the volume dial on the radio handset all the way down. He was 
about to (quietly) call for help, when he heard someone pass by in the 
aisle. He waited until he was sure there was some distance between 
them, then tried again. 

“Mayday! Mayday! They’re in the building! Three of them! At 
least!” 

He released the button and looked at the device. The blinking light 
told him that a response had been sent, but he couldn’t hear it with 
the volume off. 

Now he just had to sit tight and hope Jeremy and the Twins found 
him before the killers did. 

He held his breath and waited. 


Chapter Twenty-Seven 


“Pork turned out alright.” 

“Yeah. Yeah, it’s good.” 

“The salad’s just okay. I don’t think I got the dressing right.” 

“T think it’s good.” 

“T like it better the way you make it. One part soy sauce to one 
part sesame oil, right?” 

“Vinegar, sesame oil, soy sauce. One, one, and one.” 

“That’s what I did wrong.” 

“Tastes fine.” 

Pause. 

“So ... how are you feeling?” 

“Better.” 

“No problems with the ...” 

“Some. It’s better, though.” 

“That’s good.” 

Pause. 

“When’s your next appointment over the ... uh, over the placental 
... adruption?” 

“Placental abruption. And it’s next week.” 

Pause. 

Satoshi looked down. He smeared a slice of pork through the sauce 
on his plate, then let it drop. The tension between them was palpable. 
He was trying to be upbeat, but no amount of strained, well- 
intentioned conversation in cheerful tones was going to mend the void 
between them. That would take time. 

“Do you want to talk about it?” Satoshi said on the couch after 
dinner. 

“We've been talking about it.” 

“Right. But I feel like you’re ... like you’re still ... I dunno.” 

“What? Pissed at you? I am. But you placating me again isn’t going 
to solve that.” She sighed and shook her head. “I'll get over it. What 
other choice do I have?” 

“Don’t talk like that.” 

“It’s true, though. I could have lost this child. Our child. And you 
weren’t even there.” 

Satoshi looked down. The shame he felt was so strong it hurt 


physically. 

“Do you know what the last thing my father ever did was?” Hisoka 
asked suddenly. 

Satoshi shook his head. “You never talked much about them.” 

“He climbed a utility pole, with me in his arms. I was six then. 
Anyway, he climbed up there and he used his belt to tie me to it up by 
the streetlights. He ...” 

Hisoka was tearing up. Satoshi put his arm around her, and she 
continued. 

“We were caught on the street when the wave came. He knew he 
couldn’t get us to safety. So he shimmied up the pole and lashed me to 
it. He’d just finished cinching me in when the water came crashing 
through Edogawa. Some people mad with fear grabbed onto him, and 
he ... he couldn’t hold on. I watched him get swept away. But the 
cinch he made for me held.” 

Tears were streaming down her face now. 

“T was up there for the rest of the day and most of the next. 
Watching people swept away with cars and bicycles and whatever else 
was there. Then watching corpses floating by as the water began to 
recede.” 

“T can’t even imagine what it must have been like.” 

“T never told you about it because I don’t like to remember. But the 
point is, the last thing my father ever did was sacrifice himself for me. 
That’s dedication.” 

Satoshi just hung his head again. “I think I know where you’re 
going with this.” 

“T’m not saying everyone should or even could live up to that. But 
he had something worth more to him than his own life. I want that. I 
want something that gives my life—our life—meaning.” 

Satoshi took her hands in his. “Your life has meaning. You must 
have helped thousands of people as a nurse by now. That’s incredibly 
meaningful. You’re probably the most giving person I know.” 

She waved the compliment away. “It’s also ... I want this child to 
remember them by. So that their sacrifice wasn’t in vain. So that a 
piece of them could live on through him or her.” 

“They will live on through this child. We’re going to make 
sure of that.” 

“That’s what I hope. But with you, I don’t know. You say you'll be 
there. But it’s always right after this next job. Then right after the next 
one, then the job after that ... and on and on.” 

“Youre right. It’s not fair. But it’s going to be different. But this 
time ...” He trailed off. 

“What?” 

“T don’t think we’re safe with Masa still out there.” 


“How so?” 

“Masa hasn’t struck back. But he’s not the type to take being 
hunted without hitting back. He’s bound to try something soon.” 

“So this is how it’s going to be,” Hisoka said, more as a statement 
than a question. “Me and your child left to fend for ourselves while 
you get sent off on one errand after another?” 

He shook his head. “It’s not going to be like that much longer.” 

“You say that now, but then something comes up and—” 

“Tt’s not going to be like that, because after this I’m going legit.” 

“Leave the Path? Can you even do that?” 

“For you and this baby, I’m willing to.” 

“No, I mean, will they even let you go?” 

“Tll talk to Vasili. Last time we spoke, he sounded like he was 
looking for the door himself, even if he would never admit that. So I 
don’t think he’ll mind too much if some midlevel soldier just walks 
away. We could start over. Maybe get out of this city before it sinks 
entirely.” 

Hisoka smiled wanly. “It would be nice to see the sun again.” 

“We’ve got some money. Enough to start over, at least. Just the 
three of us.” 

Her eyes brimmed. “I want that. I want to be together. To be a 
family. I don’t talk about it because I know you don’t like me 
worrying, but what you do terrifies me. The thought that something 
could happen to you, and one day you just wouldn’t come back.” 

“Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere,” Satoshi said, moving in to 
hug her. They sat there together on the sofa in a tight embrace. 

And when he heard the door splinter and crack as it was kicked in, 
he held her tighter still. 

“Police! Everyone freeze!” 

And as armed men began to swarm through the opening and 
surround them, he hugged her closer. 

Hisoka tried to twist away in shock, but Satoshi held her tighter. 
“Tt’s alright, it’ll be okay.” 

There was nothing he could do to stop them now. They were 
already inside, converging on him. All he could hope to do was to 
reassure her one last time. So he kissed her on the forehead. 

Then he let go of her and leaned back so that when the blows 
started, she wouldn’t be caught by one by accident. She was already 
crying. He gave her a smile that he hoped looked brave and reassuring 
and strong, even though he felt none of those things now. As he 
started to slowly raise his hands, he was yanked backward to the 
floor. 

He was pinned there by a man who looked vaguely familiar to 
him. While he was being held on the floor, several other cops began 


rummaging through the place without asking permission. Hisoka just 
sat there, frozen in shock and terror. 

“Find it?” one of the cops asked another man, who came in from 
the bedroom. 

The man nodded and held up a plastic bag containing a bloody 
knife. “Right where he said it would be.” 

The cop with his knee in Satoshi’s back stood up, then roughly 
dragged him to his feet. He began handcuffing him. 

“Satoshi Ishiyama, you are hereby charged with multiple homicide. 
You are to be taken to police headquarters for questioning and 
processing. Do you understand?” 

“T don’t know—” 

That was as far as Satoshi got before one of the cops punched him 
hard in the stomach. 

Satoshi doubled over and sprawled out on the floor, his hands still 
cuffed behind him. 

“What was that?” the cop jeered. “Any more questions?” 

Satoshi remained silent as he was jerked to his feet and hauled 
away. They began pushing him towards the door. He looked back at 
Hisoka one last time. 

“Don’t worry, baby, everything’s going to be okay.” 

“Yeah, but not for you,” growled the cop behind him as he forced 
him out the door. 


Chapter Twenty-Eight 


Mei left Kabukicho on foot and walked towards Shinjuku Station. She 
wanted nothing more than to take a scalding hot shower to get the 
filth of this place (and Yoshii) off her. But she couldn’t just yet. She 
got on a train headed towards Azabu Juban for one last stop. 

She had been doing a lot of research on her father’s options. Or at 
least, as much as she could in what little free time she had. It didn’t 
seem like he had a lot of choices. Retired police, firefighters, 
government officials, and other civil servants had been fighting the 
loss of their pensions and health care for months now, to no avail. 

From what her dad had said, his living expenses wouldn’t be a 
problem. He had always been a steady saver and frugal spender. But 
the medical costs just for the diagnosis and doctor’s fees were 
astronomical. The cost of the actual treatment was simply eye- 
watering. At first she’d thought it was almost a joke. Then she’d 
spoken with her dad over the phone, and he’d reassured her that, no, 
they were quite serious about the prices. She’d always thought you 
couldn’t put a price on a human life, but apparently the drug 
manufacturers begged to differ. 

Apparently Japan had been sued by several global pharmaceutical 
companies a few years back for allowing the sale of generic cancer 
drugs and treatments. Mei didn’t even know it was possible for a 
company to sue a state. But a few hours of research and a working 
knowledge of the ISDS mechanism later, she realized it was not just 
possible, but extremely common. This had effectively barred low-cost 
cancer treatment options in Japan. 

In the end, she wasn’t left with much of a choice. She decided to 
sell another piece of her soul to buy some more time for her dad. 
Luckily, she knew someone who dealt in Faustian bargains that might 
be able to help. 

She rode the elevator up to Club Hyperion, marveling at the city 
spread out before her. She walked right past the queue of clubbers, 
hearing some angry muttering as she did. She told the doorman she 
was on the list. He started to protest, but the bouncer recognized her 
and waved her through. It was the same one who had barred her way 
when the dead body had been found outside. What a difference a few 
days could make. 


“No Kameko and Jun?” Mei asked after Vasili let her into his 
office. 

“They’re on a job tonight.” 

“Nothing too illegal, I hope.” 

“Yeah, me too.” 

He was answering her in Japanese. That had to be a first. 

“Would you care for a drink?” 

“No, I should really get back to the station after this.” 

“Alright.” 

She sat there for a few moments, collecting her thoughts. 

“Ts there something you wanted to talk about?” Vasili prompted. 

“T just ... I don’t know anyone that can help me with this. I was 
hoping, maybe you might know ...” 

“This should be interesting.” 

“My dad has cancer. And he recently lost his pension, so he has no 
way to pay for treatment.” 

Vasili regarded her with seeming indifference, then picked up his 
phone and began typing on it. 

“T don’t know what to do. I’ve looked into the pension matter, and 
there doesn’t seem to be any chance of getting it reversed.” 

“Yes, I’ve heard about that,” Vasili said, still typing on his phone. 
“They won’t reinstate those pensions without an uproar. And right 
now, no one is holding them accountable. The press in this country 
is for shit.” 

“T ... | was wondering, if maybe there’s, you know ... another way 
... to get treatment?” 

Vasili didn’t answer, or look up. He just kept typing. 

Mei stood up and began pacing. “Sorry, did my plea for sympathy 
and some fucking help here interrupt an important text conversation?” 

“No, you’re fine,” he said, reading the response. “Please continue.” 

“Look, never mind. This was a bad idea, so let’s just forget—” 

She was interrupted by her phone ringing. 

“Go ahead,” Vasili said. 

After a few rings, she took out her phone and stared at it. She 
didn’t recognize the number, but she answered it anyway. 

“Detective Kimura, I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure. My name 
is Madoka.” The voice was silky and smooth, but with a rough edge to 
it. Mei couldn’t place it as masculine or feminine. 

“Did ... did Va—” 

“Yes, he did. Now listen to me. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m 
going to text you the number of a colleague of mine, she’s a specialist. 
Make an appointment for your father with her. No charge. When you 
have her diagnosis in hand, contact me again at this number. We'll 
discuss treatment then. Do you understand?” 


“TI... yes?” 

“Glad to hear it. Good day.” 

The line went dead. 

“Sorry, where were we again?” 

Mei cleared her throat. “I was just about to apologize to you. And 
to thank you.” 

“Of course. We take care of our own.” 

Mei didn’t respond. 

“Sometimes things happen that are outside our control, and we 
need help,” Vasili said, switching to English. “Personally, I have found 
that it sometimes helps to put your trust in a higher power.” 

Mei smiled at that. “I never pegged you for a believer.” 

“In what?” 

“In God. Isn’t that what you meant by a higher power?” 

“No, I meant me.” 

“Oh. Of course. You don’t strike me as the religious type.” 

“Eh, I am, in my own way. I know is kind of cliché, but I honestly 
believe that God never closes door without opening window.” 

Mei smiled at that. Despite their differences it was nice to know 
that there was some common ground between them. 

Vasili continued, “So he can sneak back in later to fuck you in ass 
when you are the least expecting it.” 

Mei’s smile curdled on her face, then fell away completely. 

“That’s an ... interesting belief system you’ve got.” 

“Tt has gotten me far.” 

“Yeah, well, I guess someone who spends his whole life out in the 
shadows would have to be careful.” 

“Of course. But you develop intuition. Sixth sense, almost.” 

“How so?” 

“Like just a minute ago, a colleague of mine who is cop walked 
into my office and asked me to do something illegal for her. I could 
have turned her away. Could have been suspicious and said she was 
just trying to get information, maybe incriminate me. But I didn’t.” 

“And why not? Why didn’t you just tell me to fuck off?” 

“Like I said, intuition. You see enough pain, you get good at 
distinguishing when is genuine versus when is just show. Your face 
told me the truth.” 

Mei nodded. “Thanks. I know what you mean. I think both of our 
jobs probably put us face-to-face with the worst of humanity.” 

“Worst of humanity? Or just humanity? I don’t know if there is 
difference anymore.” 

“Yeah. Maybe you’re onto something there. I just came from some 
shithole fleshpot over in Kabukicho. God, I hate that whole place. It’s 
all so sleazy that I—” 


“Wait, Kabukicho? Where did you go there?” 

“Place called Kabuki Lounge. Turns out one of the victims worked 
there. Spoke to a guy named Yoshii. Colleague of yours, I take it.” 

“And you came straight from there to here?” 

“Yeah, why?” 

“Were you followed?” he asked, growing agitated. 

“What? Why would I be?” 

“Were. You. Followed?” Vasili clearly enunciated each word, the 
volume of his voice rising with each one. 

“T don’t know. I don’t think so. But I wasn’t looking for a tail.” 

Vasili shook his massive head. “You don’t know. Oh, 
you stupid girl.” 

“What?” 

“You maybe just killed us. But you don’t know for sure. Some 
fucking detective.” 

“Wait, how did I just—” 

Vasili cut her off with a gesture to answer his phone. “Hello? You 
shouldn’t really be calling me, you ... What? Who took him?” Vasili’s 
eyes grew sharp and focused as they found Mei. 

“What?” she mouthed. 

“Tm on it,” Vasili said, then hung up. He turned to Mei. “Never 
mind that now. Is way you can make it up to me. But you’re not going 
to like it.” 

“Christ, what is it?” 

“One of my guys was just caught by your people. He was set up to 
look like he is serial killer.” 

“How do I know he isn’t?” 

“T can’t tell you where he has been every night. But the night this 
Russian woman was killed, he was on boat out in Tokyo Bay. 
Smuggling in the cancer medications your father now needs to 
survive.” 

She had known at some point he would use the leverage she had 
just given him, but she’d had no idea it would come so quickly. 

“Whoever framed him planted enough evidence to convict him,” 
Vasili continued. “Looks like you could put him away and let the real 
killer go free. So I guess you have to decide: pin it on him and boost 
your clearance rate, maybe get nice promotion out of it. Or find the 
real killer and see justice done.” 

Mei’s mind was suddenly racing. 

“Well, Detective. What’s it going to be?” 


Served Cold 
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he Oia lhe 
—Japanese proverb 


The Past 


Satoshi stood by the curb looking up at the clouds covering the dark 
sky above. Such nights were increasingly rare now due to the newly 
started construction on the Barrier. The price of progress, he thought as 
he heard a vehicle rumbling down the street. 

Satoshi was no car expert, but it looked like a classic 1960s-era 
Cadillac Eldorado, or something of the sort, judging by the enormous, 
boxy grille and swooping tailfins. It was cherry red, polished to a 
mirror sheen. Satoshi already expected to see Masa behind the wheel 
even before he swooped to a stop beside him. Satoshi climbed in. 

“What’s up, brother?” Masa said. “You ready for tonight?” 

“Always. What are we doing?” 

“No idea,” Masa said as he eased the car away from the curb and 
accelerated. “All I have is the address where we’re meeting the 
others.” 

Satoshi nodded. “Nice ride. Is this an original?” 

“Naw, I’m not that lucky. Just a replica.” 

“Whose is it?” he asked, almost as an afterthought. 

“Doesn’t matter. He won’t be needing it again.” 

Satoshi decided not to press the matter. 

“So, I heard about what happened at the bar.” 

“Look, if you’re pissed that we didn’t invite you, don’t be. I called 
you, but you never answered that night.” 

“That’s not why I bring it up,” Satoshi said. “I heard you and Ozu 
got into a fight.” 

“Oh, that!” Masa said, brightening. “Yeah, you should have seen it. 
These finance-type fucks—you know, phony tough guys—start talking 
back. They’re saying—” 

“Talking back? So you started it?” 

“T think I made a couple cracks at their expense. But they came 
back over the top.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Anyway, when they left, we followed them out and got into a 
little fight. No big deal.” 

“Except it is a big deal, because one of those guys landed in the 
hospital. His buddies are going on about how they got jumped by the 
yakuza to the police. We gotta keep a low profile after that murder 
last month. Police are all over us.” 


“Don’t worry, man! No one can connect us to it.” 

Satoshi shot him a sideways glance. 

“Alright, alright. Pll take it easy. You’re right. Best to be cautious. 
No more fighting from me.” 

“Alright.” 

They rode the rest of the way in silence, Masa glancing over 
periodically at Satoshi, Satoshi staring straight ahead through the 
windshield. 

“GPS says we're here,” Masa said. 

“What, Shinyokohama Stadium?” 

“T guess so. All he said was drive around to the back parking lot 
away from the street.” 

Masa glided the big vehicle through the deserted parking lot. 
Towards the back of the stadium, they saw a circle of vehicles 
crowded under a streetlight in the middle of the empty lot. Masa 
pulled up beside them. 

The two got out and were met with grunted greetings and head 
nods by the crew members already assembled. 

“Nice ride, Masa!” Ozu called out. He reached into a cooler by his 
feet and tossed beers to Masa and Satoshi. 

“Thanks, man,” Masa said, catching his beer. “No sign of the 
boss man yet?” 

“Said he’s on his way.” 

“How you doing, kid?” Kumagai said as Satoshi sidled up 
next to him. 

“Alright, I guess. Kinda wondering what we're doing here.” 

“Osammy wouldn’t say much on the phone,” Yunokawa said. “He 
just said get the main crew, because he’s got something 
special for us.” 

Uemura smiled. “I think I know what is is, too.” 

“You think we’re going to play Osammy Ball?” Masa asked. 

“Td be surprised if we didn’t,” Yunokawa said. 

Satoshi noticed Kumagai grimacing before catching himself and 
looking away. Kumagai saw Satoshi looking at him, “You played 
before?” 

“Haven’t been around long enough to see it played. I’ve heard 
about it, though.” 

Kumagai sighed. “Yeah, well, looks like you’re playing tonight.” 

“What’s wrong?” Yunokawa said. “You don’t like the boss’s game?” 

“Tt’s a little ... vicious, for my tastes.” 

“Oh, but that’s what makes it fun!” 

The conversation was cut short by the sound of an engine echoing 
through the parking lot. Satoshi looked up to see Osammy’s enormous 
sedan gliding towards them. It stopped short of the men, then slowly 


turned around and backed up right to the edge of the circle. Park, 
Osammy’s driver and main bodyguard, got out and opened the back 
door. Osamu “Osammy the Whale” Nakamura heaved his massive bulk 
out of the backseat and into the light. 

Osammy, as he liked to be called, was an enormous man standing 
over six feet tall and weighing close to four hundred pounds. He was 
born to an American serviceman stationed in Yokosuka and a 
Japanese mother. The man had a penchant for expensive suits tailored 
to fit his enormous bulk. The joke was that if his tailor was charging 
Osammy by the square foot, he’d be a rich man by now. Not that 
anyone dared to make fat jokes to Osammy’s face, given his status and 
reputation for ruthlessness. “The Whale” wasn’t just a crack about his 
weight, but also a reference to his outsized stature and influence 
within the syndicate. 

“Gentlemen, welcome!” Osammy said, his rich baritone booming 
against the bare concrete all around them. “To the season opener 
of Osammy Ball!” 

Some of the men whooped and cheered. Some of the men winced 
but kept quiet. 

Osammy popped the trunk of his car open, and Park dragged the 
bound and gagged man from it into the center of the circle. The man 
already had a gash on his forehead. Blood from the wound trickled 
down past eyes puffy from crying, now open wide in terror. It 
collected at the white gag tied around his mouth, where it formed a 
crimson stain. He got up and tried to run but was pushed back into 
the circle. 

“That guy looks familiar,” Kumagai said. “But I can’t seem 
to place him.” 

“He was the prosecutor at my trial a few months back. I figure it’s 
been long enough that they won’t think of me right away when he 
turns up missing. But it’1] make the next one think twice about coming 
after the king.” 

The man on the ground began sobbing around his gag. 

“We’ve got some newcomers, so let’s go over the rules again,” 
Osammy said as Park handed him a wooden baseball bat. “We go 
around in a circle, and everyone gets one swing at a time. Whoever 
lands the killing blow wins. Now, normally I’d let the newcomers go 
first, but I want first crack at this fucker.” 

This was met by cheers from some of the men. 

“Now, the record is two and a half rounds, if I recall,” Osammy 
said with a grin. “But there’s no need to go for speed here. Just take 
your time and have fun!” 

With that, Osammy shrugged out of his overcoat and suit jacket, 
which Park dutifully collected. He took a few practice cuts with the 


bat while Masa and Uemura coaxed the doomed man to his knees. 

“Play ball!” Osammy shouted as he swung the bat as hard as he 
could. 

It struck the man’s head with a horrific sound. The force of the 
blow was enough to send him sprawling on the ground in a fresh 
paroxysm of crying and gagging. 

While most of the others cheered, Satoshi thought he was going to 
vomit. He had seen Osammy’s particular brand of cruelty plenty of 
times before, but nothing this bad. He wanted no part of it. 

“Who’s new here?” Osammy said. “Ah, that’s right. 
Masa, you’re up.” 

Masa took the bat from him as Uemura forced the man back to his 
knees. Masa took a wild swing that was full of power, but lacking in 
accuracy. It struck the man in the side of the neck with a sickening 
thud, sending him sprawling again. 

“Good try, good try,” Osammy said. “Slow it down a little next 
time. This game is more about accuracy than power.” 

“Your turn, Satoshi,” Osammy said. 

Masa handed him the bat, which Satoshi took absentmindedly, 
looking at Masa 

, then at the man on the ground. The prosecutor was whimpering 
and pleading with his eyes. 

“This man doesn’t deserve this. He was just doing a job.” 

“Play ball, Satoshi,” Osammy said. 

Satoshi looked at the man, then back up at Osammy. “I 
won't do it.” 

With that, Satoshi dropped the bat. It clattered loudly against the 
concrete parking lot and rolled away, coming to rest by Masa. 

Osammy glowered at Satoshi. “Pick it up.” 

Satoshi made no move to comply. 

“Pick it up—or we’re going to play two rounds of Osammy Ball 
tonight.” 

Satoshi remained defiant. 

“Fuck’s sake, Satoshi,” Masa said. He picked the bat up and held it 
out to Satoshi. “Just play the game.” 

“Listen to your friend,” Osammy said. “Masa’s a good soldier. I'll 
bet if I told him to bash your skull in, he wouldn’t even hesitate.” 

Satoshi looked at Masa, but Masa’s expression gave nothing away 
on that score. 

“Of course, if you play the game here, we won’t have to find out 
the answer to that.” 

Satoshi took the bat, then he looked at Osammy. 

“Look, if you want him dead, I’ll shoot him now. It’s cleaner that 
way. No need to make him suffer.” 


“No, Satoshi, you’ll play the game your coach tells you to play, for 
as long as it takes. Understood?” 

Satoshi hesitated again without replying. 

“There’s fun and games,” Osammy said. “And then there are 
orders. We’re past the games part, now I’m giving you an order.” 

“I can’t just shoot him and end it, I have to use the bat?” 

Osammy nodded. Satoshi could feel the eyes of the other men on 
him. He had no doubt that half of them wouldn’t hesitate to play 
Osammy Ball on him. The other half wouldn’t enjoy it, but that 
wouldn’t stop them if it meant staying out of the circle themselves. 
Satoshi reached his decision. 

“Sit up,” he said, dragging the prosecutor to his knees. “Come on, 
on your knees.” 

The man started bawling but complied. Satoshi’s gaze flicked 
around at the men. He saw a subtle smile creeping onto Osammy’s 
face, and a look of relief on Masa’s. 

“Sorry, friend, but you heard the boss,” Satoshi said, positioning 
the man just so. “Orders being orders, and all. Looks like it’s 
just your time.” 

The man blubbered and cried, but didn't resist. 

“Don’t worry, it won’t hurt. Pll make sure of that.” 

Some of the other men snickered their disbelief at that. Those who 
had been with Osammy awhile had seen games go on for up 
to an hour. 

“Any last words?” Satoshi said, pulling the man’s cloth gag out. 
“Any messages?” 

“Tell my wife ... tell my wife ...” The man broke down sobbing. 

“Tl tell your wife you loved her,” Satoshi said softly. 

The man nodded, tears still streaming down his face. 

“Close your eyes.” 

The man did so. Satoshi stepped back and took a few practice cuts 
with the bat, checking the distance between them and the angle. 
When he was satisfied, he took up a batter’s stance. 

Only he didn’t swing the bat. In one fluid motion, Satoshi slapped 
the bat into his other hand and brought it down over his knee, 
splintering the wood at its weak point. Tossing half of the bat to the 
ground, he placed his free hand on the back of the man’s head. Then 
in one lightning-quick motion, he drove the jagged edge of the bat 
through the man’s right eye. The prosecutor twitched once, then 
fell over dead. 

Satoshi’s gaze found Osammy’s, and the two locked eyes. 

“Looks like I win,” Satoshi said flatly. 

Osammy’s jaw quivered in rage, but after some effort he got it 
under control. He smiled, then began chuckling darkly. “I suppose you 


won this game. But don’t forget that the season goes on for as long as I 
say it does.” 


Chapter One 


Satoshi sat in the interrogation room, staring placidly at his 
interrogators. They glared back at him intimidatingly. It wasn’t their 
phony tough-guy bravado that had him scared, though. It was the 
camera up in the corner. More specifically, the fact that the red light 
wasn’t lit told him this interrogation wasn’t being recorded. He knew 
what that meant. 

“Now, Mr. Ishiyama, you’re going to—” 

“Satoshi.” 

“What?” 

“Just Satoshi. No need to stand on formality.” 

The cop who called himself Ina glowered at him, then glanced at 
the other one, Kato. 

“You believe the fuckin’ balls on this guy?” 

“Tough guys think theyre above the law. No_ respect 
for hardworking cops.” 

“None at all,” Ina agreed. “But I have a feeling he’s going to have 
some more respect for us before he leaves this room.” 

“Why? Because you’re going to beat me?” Satoshi said. 

“T guess we’ll see,” Ina said, getting up close in Satoshi’s face. He 
smelled like stale sweat and tobacco. 

“T guess,” Satoshi said. 

He pulled up on the handcuffs chaining him to the table. Yup. Still 
there. 

“Well, let’s start with an easy one. Where were you the night 
Yukari Sato was murdered, last Saturday?” 

That was the night I came across an old accomplice’s dead body and 
chased his killer along the train tracks. 

“I was at home all night. My girlfriend came home at ten from her 
shift at the hospital. She can corroborate.” 

“Oh, don’t worry, we'll be checking with her. What about May 
fourteenth? Where were you that night?” 

Oh, let’s see. That night some friends and I tried to pull a heist on a 
moving armored vehicle. 

“T was working. Down at Takara Industries, taking inventory. I’ve 
got a number you can call.” The number routed directly to an 
answering machine for a dummy corporation. When a call was 


received, Kameko or someone else would call back. They would then 
verify that, yes, Satoshi was one of their employees and that he had 
been working that night. Why do you ask? 

Kato took the number from Satoshi and began dialing. Ina 
continued with his questions. 

“Let’s try May tenth, then. The night that Alyona Petrov was 
murdered.” 

Yes, that night, I remember it well. As I recall, I was on a boat 
smuggling contraband into Japan. At least, until the boat exploded. 

“Also working.” 

“Of course.” 

“Answering machine,” Kato said, hanging up the phone. 

“So you’ve got people who will vouch for your whereabouts. Still 
doesn’t explain the knife we found in your apartment. We’re testing it 
for DNA as we speak. Should have a match any minute now.” 

Satoshi had to try hard not to roll his eyes. This guy was one of the 
worst liars he had ever seen. 

“You said the knife was ‘right where he said it’d be.’ Who?” 

“We’re asking the fucking questions here, you’re answering 
them,” Kato said. 

“So you got a tipoff, saying where a knife would be in my 
apartment, from an anonymous source. How did this guy know I had a 
knife there? Where was it, by the way? In my bedroom somewhere? 
You really think ’d keep a bloody knife in my bedroom, where this 
guy would know where it was? Or you think maybe it was planted 
there?” 

Kato didn’t answer that. Satoshi looked at Ina, who looked away. 
After a moment, Kato smiled. It wasn’t a warm smile. Then he 
turned to Ina. 

“All these guys who come through here think they’re so fucking 
clever. They think they can reason their way out. Show us the error of 
our ways.” He turned to Satoshi, the smile falling from his face. “But 
you’re in our world now. Here, we create the logic.” 

“We're not interested in clever games,” Ina said. “We’re interested 
in hearing your confession.” 

“The sooner we get that, the less you’ll suffer,” Kato said. “Of 
course, the longer you hold out ...” 

As he trailed off, he turned to his partner and shrugged. Then the 
shrug turned into a fist that shot out straight towards Satoshi’s head. 
But Satoshi saw his shoulder drop and his weight shift to throw the 
punch in advance. He was ready for it. He dodged far to the right, the 
fist missing him by a hair. As Kato rotated through the punch over 
him, Satoshi brought his knee up into his ribs as hard as he could. 
Kato went down hard. 


Ina was already coming around the table towards him. Satoshi 
used the point where his hands were chained to the table as a fulcrum 
and launched himself at Ina in a looping kick. It connected with his 
face, sending him sprawling. Without much range of motion, Satoshi 
landed on the table. Kato was coming back, and Satoshi caught him 
with a hard kick to his face. 

This wasn’t how Satoshi wanted this to go. Even now, he knew 
that every blow he landed was just racking up a debt. One that would 
be paid in pain. In facial contusions, broken blood vessels, and 
cracked ribs. Just as soon as they could pin him down long enough to 
collect on it. And considering the enclosed space and his immobilized 
arms, that wouldn’t be long. Yet even knowing that, he tried to put it 
off as long as he could in the hopes that someone or something might 
intervene. 

It didn’t take them long to gain the upper hand. One mistimed kick 
at Ina left him exposed to Kato, who was able to pull his other leg out 
from under him. When Satoshi came down, his head hit the side of the 
table. His arms were still handcuffed to a point up on the tabletop, 
which stretched his arms and shoulders painfully. 

He tried to regain his footing, but they were already over top of 
him. Blows rained down on him from all sides. He tried shielding 
himself with his arms as best he could, but that provided little relief. 
There was nothing he could do to stop it. 

His debt had come due. 

Now it would be paid in full. 


Chapter Two 


“Shit!” 

Kameko said as she and Jun both leapt to their feet and sprinted 
for the stairwell. They had just received a transmission from the 
Toymaker that the killers were already inside the building. How the 
fuck had that happened with them outside the entire time? 

“’’m coming!” Jeremy shouted over the intercom. 

By the time Kameko and Jun made it into the building, they could 
hear Jeremy already ahead of them on the stairs. They sprinted up to 
the third floor and joined Jeremy, who was panting as he peered into 
the office room from the hallway. It was mostly dark, and visibility 
was limited except for the light from the windows at either side of the 
room. From what she saw, there appeared to be three aisles in the 
center of the room, and another aisle to either side of the room where 
the partitions stopped. In front of them was an open space of about 
fifteen feet, with a meeting table against the wall and a kitchenette in 
the corner. She listened carefully. She could hear some scuffling 
sounds, but nothing definitive. 

“What’s the situation?” Kameko said. She put her thumb in her 
mouth. 

Without turning to face her, Jeremy said. “I can’t see any of them. 
But guessing they haven’t found him yet because it’s quiet in here.” He 
turned to look at her. “Aren’t you a little old for that?” 

Kameko ignored him and turned to Jun. “What do you think?” 

“Wait here. Cover the exit. I'll flush them out.” 

Before Kameko could protest, Jun slipped into the office. 

“T hate when he does that.” 

Kameko hunkered down next to Jeremy, both of their guns drawn. 
Waiting. 


K*K* 


Jun ran to the far wall. There was no one in the far aisle, and no one 
in the kitchenette. He started his sweep. At each cross aisle, he would 
peer down first before darting across. He was hoping to sneak up close 
enough to the killers to take them out with a knife, because as soon as 


he fired his gun he would have two other men instantly converging on 
him in the dark. He didn’t see anything in the first two aisles, but he 
heard something at the third one. He moved down it, carefully 
checking each side as he went. He heard a noise from one of the 
cubicles and quickly brought his gun to bear on the target. 

He stopped himself just as he was about to squeeze the trigger, 
when he realized he was looking at the Toymaker’s terrified face. The 
Toymaker looked like he was about to say something, but Jun silenced 
him with a finger to his lips. 

Just then, he caught a glimpse of motion from the corner of his 
eye. He saw someone moving from a corner that was two aisles away. 
And they saw him too, because the person dove forward for cover, 
behind the same cluster of partitions they were now in. Jun tried to 
gauge the man’s current position, then fired three shots through the 
partition board. But he wasn’t the only one with that idea, judging 
from the bullets coming his way. “Stay down!” he hissed at the 
Toymaker. He shot out from the cubicle into one two down on the 
other side, giving him a view of the one he had just exited. 

He waited in silence, his heart pounding in his ears, never taking 
his eye off the spot. Not even when he heard shots fired from 
elsewhere in the office. 


“Fuck this, ’m going in,” Jeremy announced when they heard the 
shots. 

Kameko grabbed his arm and yanked him back. 

“No, you’re not. Too many shooters in there, too much confusion. 
Wait for Jun to flush them out.” 

Just then, she saw someone run out of the partitions at a crouch, 
heading straight for them. It wasn’t Jun and it wasn’t the professor, so 
she fired. Three shots, all center mass, all hit home. The assailant was 
knocked backwards, gasping audibly, but somehow found his way to 
his feet. Damn, maybe there was something to Jun’s strategy of using 
a big gun. Her caliber looked like it had winded the guy through his 
vest, but that was it. 

The man began sprinting towards the windows on the far side of 
the room. Jeremy fired after him, but his shot went wide. The man 
never hesitated or even slowed on his way out the window, the glass 
shattering outward as his momentum carried him through. Then both 
the man and the glass were gone, presumably raining down on the 
pavement below. 

“Son of a ...,” Jeremy said, taking off running. He crashed out the 


window after him, leaving Kameko to cover the exit alone. 

She kept scanning the room. Aside from some scuffling amidst the 
cubicles, she couldn’t make anything out. Then suddenly, a flash of 
movement. Another man was sprinting for the windows along the wall 
closest to her. She only had a second in between the time he appeared 
in her line of sight and the time he would reach the window. She fired 
three times in quick succession. 

The first two shots missed, but she honed in with each one until 
her third shot caught him. It spun him around but wasn’t a solid 
enough shot to knock him back. His momentum carried him onward, 
and soon he too was gone out the window. 

Kameko ran to the window, but the man was already out of sight. 
She considered pursuing him but decided against it. There were too 
many alleys and side streets he could have disappeared down, and the 
risk of twisting an ankle from the fall was too great. 

“Entering!” she shouted, so Jun wouldn’t shoot her by accident. 
Then she headed into the rows at a crouch, with her gun held up. 

She was hoping to surprise the other gunman. The last thing she 
wanted was to provoke an all-out gunfight here. Not in these close 
quarters. And not with Jun and the Toymaker somewhere in the 
cubicles. She moved quickly down the aisles, checking her corners as 
she went. It was then, as she turned the corner into a middle aisle, 
that she saw their assailant, swinging his rifle up into one of the 
cubicles. He was smiling. 

“No!” she shouted as she aimed her own gun. 

His head tilted towards her, almost imperceptibly. But his arms 
kept raising his gun. Time seemed to slow and stand still in that 
moment. Then two things happened simultaneously. The muzzle of his 
gun flashed, and his head exploded. 

Kameko wasn’t sure if she had seen that right. She blinked and 
looked again. Sure enough, the man’s headless body was still standing 
and aiming his gun forward. Then it toppled over and hit the floor. 
The ringing in her ears from Jun’s handheld cannon was almost 
unbearable. 

She saw Jun come up from the other side, his gun still drawn. 

“Behind you!” she announced, then stepped forward as well. 

She peered into the cubicle to see the Toymaker cowering inside it. 

“Are you hit?” she shouted. 

The Toymaker patted himself down to be sure, then 
shook his head. 

That was a relief. They had almost fucked up big-time. 

Kameko looked down at the assailant. Blood was spurting out of 
the hole where his head had been. Jun was already rifling through his 
pockets. 


“Anything?” she shouted over the ringing. 

He shook his head. “No wallet. No ID. Nothing.” 

“Yeah, and no chance of a facial recognition without his face. Shit. 
Hopefully Jeremy caught the one he went after.” 

They walked outside to find Jeremy limping towards the entrance. 

“Twisted an ankle when I landed. He got away. You get the 
others?” 

“One.” 

“Professor, you okay?” Jeremy said. 

The Toymaker just nodded. He looked too shaken to speak right 
now. Kameko bet he didn’t find himself staring down the barrels of 
many guns. Aside from the ones he made for them, of course. 

“Well, then, just how the fuck did they know where to find 
us?” Jeremy said. 

“Hmm, that’s a puzzler,” Kameko said, stroking her chin. “Wait! 
I’ve got an idea! Maybe they ...” 

She trailed off there as she spun around quickly, sweeping 
Jeremy’s legs out from underneath him. He went down hard, Kameko 
flipping over to land on top of him. As she did, a gun suddenly found 
its way into her hand, subsequently finding its way as far into 
Jeremy’s mouth as she could jam it. 

“Have you been unfaithful, Jeremy?” she shouted in his face as he 
struggled. “Huh? You playing two sides in this game?” 

“Stop! It wasn’t him!” the Toymaker shouted. Jun restrained him, 
but he kept pushing forward. 

Kameko looked up, her expression a look of ice-cold resolve. “How 
much do you trust him, Professor?” She cocked her gun as she eyed 
the Toymaker. 

“Completely! Totally! It wasn’t him!” 

Kameko tilted her head to the side but relented after a moment 
and removed the gun from halfway down Jeremy’s throat. She stood 
up, holstered her weapon, and offered him a hand. He smacked it 
away and crawled away from her until he was against the side of the 
building. He stared at her, wild-eyed from fear and adrenaline. 

“Now, your natural inclination is to even the score somehow,” 
Kameko said calmly. “Whether that’s by pulling your gun on me, or 
taking a swing or something, I don’t know. But I’m going to need you 
not to do that. It would go very badly for you.” 

“The van, then,” Jun said with a nod in that direction. 

“That was my thought too,” Kameko said as she began 
walking that way. 

“Crazy bitch,” Jeremy muttered softly as he struggled to his feet. 

“I’m just eccentric!” Kameko shouted back over her shoulder. 

It took Jun and Kameko less than a minute to find the GPS beacon 


stuck to the underside of the van. Kameko walked back to the 
Toymaker and Jeremy. 

“Never doubted you for a second,” she said with a smile as she 
tossed Jeremy the beacon. 

“Still doesn’t explain how they got in,” Jeremy said. 

Jun walked to the building and disappeared inside. The three of 
them stood there, staring at each other awkwardly. 

“So ... how are things with you guys?” Kameko asked 
nonchalantly. “Good progress with the printing and all?” 

Jeremy and the Toymaker both stared at her mutely, still in shock. 

“Because I’ve been good—not that you asked. Just, busy, you 
know? But I guess that comes with the territory.” 

Still no response. 

“So ... seen any good movies la—” 

“There’s a hole in one of the walls in the subbasement,” Jun called 
out as he emerged from the building. “They must have come through 
that when they knew you were here. How often do you use this site?” 

“Last time was over three weeks ago,” Jeremy said. 

“Tf that’s for real what happened,” the Toymaker said, thinking it 
through, “then they’ve been watching us for weeks. Waiting for us to 
come back here so they could take their shot at me.” 

Kameko shook her head. “These fuckers are careful. Methodical.” 

“You sure this is the serial killer?” Jeremy asked. “Not just a rival 
gang moving in on the big man?” 

“Anymore, I’m starting to think it’s both,” Kameko said. 

She started walking away from the group. 

“Where are you going?” Jun asked Kameko as she headed to a 
payphone on the corner. 

“We’ve done all we can here. Now I feel the need to do my civic 
duty and report this to the police.” 

“Why would you do that?” Jun asked. 

Kameko shrugged. “I want to see if they can turn up any 
information we missed.” Kameko turned slightly and spoke into the 
phone. “Hello, Mei? Yeah, it’s Kameko. Id like to leave an anonymous 
tip about your case ...” 


Chapter Three 


“What the fuck is going on here?” 

Mei strode into the room and the three men looked up, two of 
them with bloody knuckles, one with a bloody face. 

“Well?” 

“Just interrogating a suspect,” Kato said. 

“Yeah, one that we found. Through our own _ police 
work!” Ina said. 

The suspect sitting on the floor with his hands chained to the table 
started to laugh at that. It was a harsh laugh that turned into a cough 
that ended with him hawking up blood. 

“This is insubordination,” Mei said. “We’ve had this talk before. 
Now yow’re back to pulling this same shit.” 

“Who gives a fuck?” Ina shouted. “The man’s a criminal! So what if 
we rough him up a little?” 

“Let me explain the problem with it to you,” Mei said quietly. 
“When you beat on a man who’s chained down, you take advantage of 
him when he’s at a weak point. And as police, it’s essentially our job 
to protect the weak and innocent. Now this man’s not innocent, I'll 
wager. But when you reduce everything to dog-eat-dog, then the 
strong prey on the weak. And guys like him win. And you see why we 
can’t have that, right?” 

“No, I don’t see the problem with it.” 

As Kato said this, he was getting in Mei’s face, clearly trying to 
intimidate her. Mei nodded, then backed away. She walked over 
towards the door, where she shrugged out of her overcoat and tied her 
hair back. Then she closed the door. 

“Let me try to explain this to you another way. Think about a 
situation where you’re locked in a room with a predator. Now, you 
think you’re the baddest motherfucker, so you go up to them and start 
picking on them. Only, they start eating you instead. You see the 
problem?” 

“Simple solution for that,” Kato said, drawing closer. “Just be the 
top predator in that scenario.” 

“Well, you say that ...,” Mei said, ending that sentence by grabbing 
the front of his shirt and pulling him towards her as she drove her 
forehead down towards his nose. It landed with a crunch, sending him 


to the ground. 

“Hey!” Ina yelled 

, vaulting over the table towards her. 

Having studied jujitsu, Mei wasn’t much for striking. She was more 
of a ground-fighting and grappling kind of girl. Normally this would 
make it difficult to quickly subdue two opponents at the same time, 
but fortunately for her, the cramped quarters favored her in this. 

As Ina came at her, she caught him by his wrist and shirt and 
swung him around into the wall behind her. Kato was scrambling to 
his feet now, so she rolled over him while keeping a hold on his 
clothes. Then she launched him into the opposite wall. He slammed 
into it hard and bounced off it from the momentum. This brought him 
back into her outstretched elbow. She caught him in the forehead 
right where she aimed. His forehead split open, and blood poured into 
his eye. He stayed down after that. 

Ina was coming at her with fury in his eyes. He would have likely 
gotten the best of her too, if their suspect hadn’t intervened. When she 
turned around, she saw that the suspect had slid under the table far 
enough to give himself some leeway. With his long legs, he was able 
to sweep Ina’s legs out from under him. Ina went down hard, then was 
dragged backwards as the suspect locked his legs around him. 

Mei straightened her uniform briefly as she strode over to the exit. 
Kato was staggering towards her just as she opened the door and 
called for the guards outside. 

“Gentlemen? Would you come here please?” 

Kato stopped in his tracks as the guards entered. 

“Is there a problem?” the first one asked, quickly surveying the 
scene. 

“It’s the perp! He’s got the detective!” the second shouted as 
he rushed over. 

“Stop!” Mei shouted. “Guards, would you please escort my 
underlings here out? They got into a tussle with one another. The 
suspect was helping to break them up.” 

“What?” Kato roared. “That’s not what happened!” 

“Then what did happen, Detective Kato? Did you and Detective Ina 
attack your commanding officer? Did the two of you gang up on a 
superior officer with the intent of inflicting bodily harm? Did the two 
of you get your asses handed to you by a woman half your size? Is 
that what happened?” 

“No,” Kato growled. 

“T didn’t think so.” Mei turned to the guards. “If you could show 
them the door, I’d appreciate it. I think maybe they just need a little 
time out to cool down.” She fixed Kato and Ina with a glare. “Really 
think about what they’ve done. And what they were about to do.” 


When Kato and Ina were gone, Mei regarded the suspect. He had 
one eye swollen shut, but the other stared at her from behind his 
bruised and bloodied face with an expression she found oddly calm. 
Considering. 

Mei unlocked his handcuffs and asked one of the guards in the hall 
to fetch him a damp towel. Then she sat down in front of him. 

“Thanks,” he said. 

“T didn’t do it for you.” 

“Oh?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow. 

“Why are you here?” Mei asked. 

“T was set up for something I didn’t do.” 

“Yeah, and you must be the hundredth person today to use that 
line here. So let’s dig a little deeper.” 

Satoshi told her the basics leading up to his arrest. 

“Who do you think tried to set you up?” Mei asked when he had 
finished. 

Satoshi regarded her for a long while. The look in his good eye 
told Mei that he was trying to calculate the angles. 

“T just want to clarify something first,” he said. “And don’t take 
this the wrong way. But I get the feeling that we’re on the same side. 
Am I wrong in that?” 

“Fuck you.” 

“Oh, my mistake, then. Must be someone else ... well, doesn’t 
matter.” 

Mei glared at him. “I’ve been in contact with your boss, and some 
of his people. They’re ... assisting with the investigation, in a limited 
capacity.” 

Satoshi nodded. “Okay, figured it was you. I didn’t think you’d just 
happen to be working at midnight and come to my aid by 
coincidence.” 

“Look, why don’t you tell me why you’re here?” 

“Am I speaking to you in your capacity as a detective or as an 
emissary for the big man?” 

“This is off the record, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

Satoshi nodded. He told the story again, this time with a few more 
details. He left out the more blatantly illegal parts. 

“So you think Masa set you up for this?” 

“Probably. He’s the only one with a motive.” 

“Because Vasili has you pursuing him.” 

Satoshi nodded. 

“Why?” 

“That’s his business.” 

“Youre just the hired gun?” 

“Who does what he’s told.” 


“A noble criminal. How fucking cliché.” 

“Sorry to disappoint. Any chance you can get me out of here?” 

“T can. But it’s going to be a lot of work for me. So I gotta ask, how 
are you going to make this worth my while?” 

Satoshi shook his head. “Here it is. Always the same with you 
guys. Don’t worry, Detective, you'll get your payoff for this. I’ll deliver 
the cash myself if that’s what you—” 

“No, shitheel, I mean how are you going to help me 
with my case?” 

“You’re not angling for a bribe, then? You know, I’ve always heard 
of honest cops, but I didn’t think they actually existed. Sort of like 
unicorns or clean air.” 

“What can you give me for my investigation?” 

“Everything I’ve found out I’ve fed straight to Kameko, who’s fed it 
straight to you. I’m guessing.” 

“So you’ve got nothing else for me?” 

“Well, a rumor. I haven’t checked it out or anything.” 

“T’m all ears.” 

“That first guy, the one that fell on the governor—” 

“Hiroshi Sato.” 

“Yeah, he was an independent operator working with a crew of 
friends. Started stepping on toes around Shinjuku.” 

“And that’s what got him killed?” 

“Maybe. I dunno. The guys that go into business without the 
backing of a syndicate behind them never last long. You’d have to be 
stupid or crazy to do that.” 

“This is some slim pickings here.” 

“Best ’ve got, that you haven’t heard yet. The big man didn’t ask 
me to find the serial killer.” 

“Only your buddy.” 

Satoshi nodded. “So ... can I go now?” 

“Ha. No. I’ll meet with a prosecutor in forty-eight hours. At that 
point it will be my call whether to extend your detention or 
let you go.” 

“Fuck, so at least forty-eight hours? You can’t speed that up?” 

“T’'m going to let you go then, but even at that it’s going to look 
suspicious on my part. Detention can be extended up to twenty-three 
days. Longer, with official permission. So when I let you go after just 
two days, there are going to be questions.” 

“Okay. I’ve done the lockup thing before. I can do it again.” 

“Anything you can give me proving you were somewhere else 
when the murders took place would help me. I’m going to play it off 
as a beef between scumbags, like your buddy dimed you out over 
something unrelated. But having solid proof of your innocence is 


going to make that lie go down smoother.” 

Satoshi shook his head. “I didn’t commit these murders. But any 
alibi I could give would be for other activities that were ... let’s say 

“Less than legal. Alright, we’ll have to work out a story for you. 
Maybe Vasili or one of his people can produce some doctored 
evidence showing you somewhere else.” 

Satoshi nodded. “Sounds reasonable.” 

Mei rubbed her face with her hands and leaned forward on the 
table. “Jesus. I became a cop so I could put trash like you away. Now 
I’m trying to get you out.” 

“Trash, am I? You think I like this shit any more than you do? I’m 
tired of this fucking ... game that we all have to play.” 

“Then stop playing.” 

“Td love to. But not all of us get that choice.” 

“Yes, we do. It’s just that not everyone takes it.” 

“The gods hold our lives by a string. It’s not our place to challenge 
them. Or disobey.” 

“Oh, you're religious, are you?” 

Satoshi didn’t reply, so Mei pressed on. 

“So these gods of yours, you'll obey their commandments, but 
figure you’re not a true believer?” 

“That’s all the choice I’ve ever had.” 

Mei bared her teeth at him in a vicious laugh. Then her face grew 
serious. “You don’t like the game? Too fucking bad. Because you, and 
every worthless thug like you, help keep it going. You do it every day; 
with every choice you make. Every time you shake someone down, 
take a life, lie, cheat, steal, rape, rob, murder or turn a blind eye when 
someone else does, it’s just another blood offering to your gods. The 
gods you’ve chosen to pray to. 

“So don’t tell me you don’t worship at their temple of violence, 
because every burnt and bloody offering you lay at your gods’ feet 
puts the lie to your words. If you don’t like your bloodthirsty gods, 
then stop sacrificing people to them.” 

Satoshi looked at her without saying anything, before 
dropping his gaze. 

“And if you can’t do that, maybe just admit to yourself that this is 
what you want. That, in fact, you’re not just a detached observer, but 
an active participant in this business. That your phony good-guy 
bullshit is just an act. I know you, know your kind. You’re not a 
‘victim of circumstance’ or a ‘guy doing what he has to do to get by,’ 
or whatever other bullshit you tell yourself. No, you’re a predator, 
preying on those weaker than you and telling yourself this is the way 
it has to be.” 


Satoshi didn’t say anything for a while. Then he looked straight at 
her and spoke. 

“Do you know what it’s like to be fifteen and supporting your 
entire family? To be the one that tells your kid sister to ignore 
Mommy’s crying through the walls and do her homework, while you 
ice a cracked rib with a bag of frozen vegetables? Huh? Let me ask: 
when you were a teenager, would you have let someone out of a 
beating if you knew it meant you didn’t get paid and your family 
would lose their apartment? What would you have done?” 

Mei didn’t answer. 

“This isn’t academic, by the way. Every time I had to make that 
decision, I dished out the beating. Because if it’s a choice between 
some deadbeat not paying his debt versus my family out on the street 
... that’s no choice at all.” 

“There’s always a choice to be made. It’s just not always 
a good one.” 

“Says the woman who’s never been faced with my choices. Must be 
nice being able to look down on those who clawed their way out of 
the sewer, wrinkle your nose, and act offended because our hands are 
dirty.” 

“Yeah, thanks for the ethics lesson. I’ll be sure to ponder it as I 
break half a dozen laws to get you out of here.” Mei put her head into 
her hands and sighed. “Jesus, what have I become?” 

“T don’t know. What were you to begin with?” 


Chapter Four 


“You want me to pay you tribute?” Soseki asked. He was inscrutable 
behind his shades as he eyed Chobei across from him. “For operating 
in this geographical region that you have decided to call ‘your turf.’ Is 
that correct?” 

“That is correct.” 

“And if I refuse?” 

“That would be most unwise.” 

“Because?” 

“Because I would take it as a sign of disrespect, and respond 
accordingly.” 

Soseki grunted a laugh. “You haven’t ‘responded accordingly’ once 
in our dealings so far. I doubt you’d start now.” He leaned back in his 
chair, and looked over to his chief lieutenant. The man just smiled 
back at his boss. 

“You have been allowed to operate in Kanagawa with impunity 
under my good graces, now—” 

“Excuse me?” Soseki said, anger flaring in his voice. “Allowed to 
operate under your good graces? I was under the impression that we 
marched in and set up shop of our own accord. I’m willing to deal 
with you when it suits our interests. But don’t try to lord it over me 
like you’re the emperor of this shit-can town.” 

Chobei glared at his rival. “Trust me. You do not want this to erupt 
into war. I have the full backing of my organization.” 

Soseki chuckled mirthlessly. “Really? Because if there’s war, I’m 
almost certain that you’ll be one of the casualties. Only real question 
then will be whether the bullets that struck you came from the front, 
or the rear.” 

“Just what is that supposed to mean?” 

“Tt means that spoiled little princes who start wars they can’t win 
shouldn’t count on support from their backers. Not when the 
professionals have businesses to run and money to make.” 

“T wouldn’t worry about my people if I were you. I’d worry about 
yours. You don’t have the men to hold your little outpost in 
Kanagawa.” 

“Not right here, and not right now,” Soseki said. “But we have an 
organization that stretches south as far as Shizuoka and west as far as 


Nagoya. If we mobilized, it would be like a tsunami crashing down 
over this city. And this time, Kanagawa won't be spared.” 

“You have a great deal of faith in your brothers-in-arms.” Chobei 
smirked. “Maybe the wave comes, and maybe it doesn’t. But by the 
time it arrives, it would only wash over your corpses.” 

Soseki smiled. “Oh, I don’t know if ’'d agree with that.” 

“You are nothing more than scouts sent to hold an outpost. I have 
a standing army at the ready.” 

“We’re fighters,” Soseki corrected him. “Guerrilla fighters, should 
it come down to it.” 

“Do you want it to come to that?” 

“T want to avoid bloodshed. I want to continue making money, 
rather than corpses. I think we can all agree that peace is in 
everyone’s best interest.” 

“Pray for peace but prepare for war. That is the motto my men and 
I live by.” 

It took Tamazaki a moment to remember where he had heard that 
before. It was from one of the samurai period pieces they were always 
showing on NHK on Sunday nights. This one was from the one 
Chobei’s ex-girlfriend was on. The actress he had slapped up a 
few weeks ago. 

“T’'m not so sure your men would agree,” Soseki said with a nod 
towards Chobei’s contingent behind him. 

Chobei turned around to see them all staring off at various walls or 
ceilings, seemingly oblivious to the proceedings. 

“In fact, some of them already seem a little worse for wear,” Soseki 
said, taking a closer look. “Looks like someone’s been beating on 
them. And one of them cut off his finger. Recently, too, if the bandage 
is any indication. No doubt it was done to atone for some grave 
misstep on his part.” 

Soseki’s men barely tried to conceal their smiles. His chief 
lieutenant chuckled outright. 

“Look, at the risk of looking weak in front of my men, I’ll give this 
one more try,” Soseki said. He was clearly considering his words 
carefully. “War is in none of our best interests. It’s not our business 
and it’s not our product. It’s just a nasty by-product of what we do. So 
how about we both take our fingers off the trigger and hash this 
out like men?” 

Chobei seemed to consider this. Tamazaki hoped he was smart 
enough to grab the lifeline he had been offered. If not, he feared 
they’d all be dragged down. 

Soseki pressed on. “Come now, it’s what Vasili would do. It’s what 
your mother would do. This is how business is done in our world.” 

In that moment, the thin wisp of hope that Tamazaki held out for 


peace crystallized in the air, only to fall and shatter upon the ground. 

“Oh, is it, now? Would you presume to lecture me on this 
business? You and your men joined the Path. I was born on it. There 
will be no deal.” 

Soseki looked at his men, then shrugged. “Very well. Have it your 
way. But let me know if you change your mind. I’m always open to 
make a deal.” 

“T think that might be difficult now,” Chobei said. “At this point it 
would be hard for me to overlook your slights.” 

“Tt wasn’t a slight, but no matter. If you want vengeance or 
anything, feel free to try and take it. Won’t be easy, though.” 

“You know, it’s often said,” Chobei said, “that revenge is 
a dish best—” 

“Shoved down your opponent’s throat, then ripped out of their 
stomach through a hole you cut in them so you can force-feed it to 
them again until they die,” Soseki said. “I’m familiar with how this 
works.” 

He stood up and signaled to his men. They turned and marched 
without another word. 


The next morning, Satoshi was woken up at what felt like six o’clock, 
fed a hardboiled egg and a bowl of rice, then marched out of his cell. 
He was bleary-eyed from lack of sleep, and his body ached from the 
hard futon on the floor of the cell, not to mention yesterday’s beating. 
He was marched through the building back to the interrogation room 
he had just left a few hours ago. There, he was shoved into a room 
with a middle-aged man who seemed vaguely familiar. 

“Ts this the fuckstick?” the man bellowed. He got in Satoshi’s face 
while he was being manacled to the table. “Oh, I am going to fucking 
enjoy this, sweetheart! They’re going to have to pour you back into 
that cell unless you tell me what I want to hear!” 

The guards that had led him in snickered as they closed the door 
behind them. The man walked over to the door and yelled, “Now tell 
me what I want to know!” He cracked one hand against the other 
loudly. Then he turned around and walked back over to the table. 

“Satoshi, right?” he said once he was seated. The edge was gone 
from his voice. 

“Yeah. You look familiar.” 

“Kentaro. Think I may have seen you around the club before.” 

“Oh yeah. I remember you now.” 

“You hungry? Breakfast here leaves something to be desired.” 


Without waiting for an answer, he took out a bag of fast food and 
tossed it to Satoshi. 

“Thanks.” 

“Look, ’ve got a lot of casework to catch up on,” Kentaro said, 
taking out a laptop. “I’ve got a newspaper somewhere, if you want 
something to do. We’re gonna have to be in here for a few hours.” 

“Thanks for this.” 

“No problem. Oh, and when they come back, if you could look 
shaken up—you know, like I really rattled you—lI’d appreciate it.” 

“Sure thing,” Satoshi said, rummaging through the fast-food bag. 


Once Kentaro left, Mei returned and took his place. She and Satoshi 
hashed out a solid alibi that covered all of the murders. They even 
coordinated with Kameko, as the shift manager of the fictitious Takara 
Industries, who would vouch for him on many of the nights. 

When Mei left, a detective named Watanabe took her place. He 
was decent, both at his job and in the sense that he didn’t beat on 
Satoshi. He grilled Satoshi for the rest of the afternoon, but Satoshi 
stuck to the script. The guy was tenacious and kept circling back on 
Satoshi’s story from different angles in an attempt to trip him up. It 
probably worked on a lot of lesser guys, but Satoshi was an old pro at 
this. He kept his head and his story straight. Watanabe left with 
nothing. 

Finally, after a full day of interrogation that lasted at least sixteen 
hours (by Satoshi’s count), he was led back to the holding cells. He 
was so exhausted by this point that he didn’t care how uncomfortable 
the futon was, he just passed right out. 

The next day followed much the same pattern. As he sat across 
from Kentaro doing paperwork, he had time to sort some things out 
in his head. 

What hurt the most was not being able to contact Hisoka to tell her 
he was fine. She must be worried sick about him now. And they had 
been interrupted right when they were starting to make 
progress. Damn cops. 

What hurt the most after that was thinking back on the detective’s 
comments from the night before. It hurt because it rubbed up against 
ideas that had been coalescing in the back of his mind, but which he 
hadn’t acknowledged openly. He sighed to himself. Just another 
reason to get out of this business and go straight. 

Right after he found Masa. Because this latest salvo of his proved 
that Masa was willing to turn their cold war hot. And neither Satoshi 


nor his family would be safe with him out there. 

He’d go straight. But right after this next job. 

Which, it occurred to him then, was a thought he’d entertained 
before. 

Yet here he was. 


Chapter Five 


“Thanks for meeting me here.” 

“No problem, thank you for calling.” 

The girl sitting in front of Mei was pretty. But she had the furtive 
glance and wary look of someone used to taking abuse. Mei had seen 
it before. 

Her name (or at least, the one she gave to Mei) was Iveta, and she 
was from Latvia. She had been working at Kabuki Lounge the night 
Mei had pulled her stunt there, and she had called later, saying she 
had information. 

“J just didn’t want to go to the police station. In case 
they’re watching me.” 

“Is anyone watching you?” 

“T don’t know. They usually keep a close eye on us. But one of the 
guards lets me out sometimes. If I fuck him.” 

“Guards?” 

“They watch us round the clock. We all live together in a house. 
They bus us to work, then back when we’re done. Usually we’re not 
allowed out without a chaperone, but like I said—” 

“T got it. How did you come to Japan?” 

“They told us we could make money. Be a hostess, flirt with 
Japanese guys, make a few thousand euro in three months on tourist 
visa. They say they give you free flight, free food and housing. 
But they lie.” 

“How so?” 

“They charge for everything. Flight, food, house we must to live in. 
Say we owe them several thousand euro and must to work to pay it 
off. Hostessing doesn’t pay that much. So they make us have sex for 
the money. If we don’t, they say their agents in our home countries 
will collect from our family, tell them we are prostitutes. Or make us 
pay after we get sent back.” 

“That’s horrible. Why not go to the police with this?” 

Iveta shrugged. “Some girls, they try. Some of them get sent back 
with fresh bruises. Others I hear get abused by the police, then 
deported. The police say we are here illegally. Working illegally. So 
they don’t help us. That’s how these people get away with it. We get 
punished, not the criminals.” 


“What you’re talking about is human trafficking. I mean, this is 
monstrous ...” 

“Monstrous is what happen to Alyona. She tried to go to police and 
was returned. Then ... then she disappear and they found her like that 

“Do you think Yoshii did that to her?” 

“Who?” 

“Yoshii. The owner. The guy I was talking to at Kabuki Lounge.” 

“T don’t know. I don’t see him much. Mostly Koji. He is manager in 
charge of girls. I can see him doing that.” 

“Why’s that?” 

“He’s violent. Abuses us. But he knows how to do it without 
leaving bruises. Is bastard.” 

“But you don’t have much contact with Yoshii?” 

She shook her head. “I hear stories from the other girls how he is 
also bad man. But I never seen anything from him.” 

“Did Alyona?” 

“Maybe. Yoshii liked her. Fucked her sometimes. Alyona hated 
them, and the things they made her do.” 

“So she tried to get away.” 

Iveta nodded again. 

“T just can’t believe the police aren’t already looking into this.” 

“They don’t ask questions because they don’t want to find the 
answers.” 

“You’re saying they’re complicit in it?” 

“TJ don’t know what means ‘complicit.’ But there is saying in my 
country. ‘Laws catch flies but let hornets go free.’ Is true.” 

“Well, I'll start checking into it. Maybe I can get them to do 
something about it.” 

“That’s why I call you. You’re police, but you’re woman. At least 
you won’t make me to have sex with you.” 

“Others have?” 

“Not me. But some of the other girls. Police fuck them and send 
them back. Or deport them. Is no justice for us.” 

Mei looked away. She swallowed hard. Now that she knew the 
pattern was there, she was starting to see it everywhere she looked. 
How had she missed it before? Maybe it had always been staring her 
in the face, but she had just chosen not to see. 

“So you can help me?” the girl asked expectantly. 

“Tm going to try.” 

“Does that mean no?” 

Mei started to protest, then stopped. She wasn’t sure. 

“Tt means [’ll do what I can for you.” 


“Great to see you again, Detective Kimura.” 

“Great to see you too, uh ...” 

He sighed. “Sawamura.” 

“Yes, great to see you, Sawamura.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

The prosecutor took a seat and opened his files. 

“Alright, let’s see ... Satoshi Ishiyama. Bad-looking dude, judging 
from his rap sheet. Shall I just jot you down for the full twenty-three- 
day detention now?” 

“Actually, ’m recommending release for him.” 

“Really?” Sawamura looked taken aback, then downright 
suspicious. “Let me get this straight. He’s the only lead in the 
investigation you have right now. And you want to release him?” 

“He’s got an airtight alibi,” Mei said. I should know, I worked it out 
myself. 

“In that arson case from a month ago, your suspect had video 
evidence proving he was across town at the time. But you asked to 
hold on to him for ten days because you ‘just had a hunch about him.’ 
Now you want me to just let this guy go?” 

“Yes. Three of us have been over him from every angle, for hours 
each day. His alibi holds up.” 

“Are you not the same Detective Kimura who had me keep a low- 
level thug for the full twenty-three days even after you realized he had 
a different name from your suspect?” 

Mei shifted uncomfortably. 

“What was your reasoning? Something like you wanted to see if he 
would crack and start trading weight up his organization?” 

“Yeah, well, that was then. This is now.” 

“And what’s the difference?” 

“Now the clock’s ticking before our killer kills again. And the guy 
in there is the wrong guy. Sure, if I had all the time and resources in 
the world to sit on him until he trades weight, I would. But I don’t.” 

“And just to confirm, but are you not the same detective, who just 
two months ago—” 

“Yeah, I’m sure I was. But that was then and this is now. And I 
don’t have the time to waste chasing empty leads. Cut him loose.” 

Sawamura shrugged. “Alright. Anything else?” 

“Nope,” Mei said on her way out the door. 

Sawamura watched her go. When she was gone, he picked up his 
phone. 

“Staff Sergeant Nomura? Do you have a minute? Just something I 
wanted to discuss with you. Yes, I’ll be right up.” 


He went to Nomura’s office to relay his concerns. Nomura heard 
him out, then thanked him for his time. He sat staring out the window 
for a while. It wasn’t much of a view, but the fog helped him think. 
After a while, he dialed someone from the department on the 
intercom. 

He didn’t like this. Not one bit. 

“You wanted to see me?” Yakuta said, appearing in the doorway. 

“Yeah. Where are you on that Ebisu double homicide?” 

“We caught the guy last night. Got my confession this morning. 
Just typing up the report now. Why?” 

“Good. I’ve got something else for you.” 

“Yeah, it’s always something around here.” 

“This assignment is a little different. I want you to ... keep tabs on 
Detective Kimura.” 

“Tsn’t she on the serial killer beat? You want us to help her, or—” 

“No, I want you to keep an eye on her. I have reason to believe 
she’s playing both sides.” 

“You think she’s crooked? Kimura? The chick that cost the police 
the softball championship versus the firemen when she told the ref 
that his call was wrong and our guy was definitely out? You think 
she’s crooked?” 

“T don’t know,” Nomura said. “She just let go a suspect from her 
investigation with known criminal ties.” 

“Guy could have been innocent. We don’t have to make them all 
confess.” 

“True. But I’ve been hearing some troubling things from Kato.” 

“Who’s that?” 

“One of our rising stars. He’s been working under her on this case 
and reporting to me. Says she’s erratic, emotional, is misusing 
resources, disappears for long stretches of time without accounting for 
her whereabouts, gets leads she can’t account for ... the list goes on.” 

“T’m still having a hard time wrapping my head around this.” 

“Well, truth be told, I’m worried about her too. She may be in too 
deep with some nasty people. If that’s the case, I want to 
know about it.” 

“Alright, boss. ’'m a company man, I’ll do what I’m told. But if you 
ask me, that doesn’t sound suspicious. Kinda sounds like detective 
work. And we’re stretched razor-thin as it is. I hate to think we’re 
pulling resources away from crime to put it on our own people.” 

Nomura didn’t respond right away; he just sat there thinking. 

“You're right. Let me make a call. See if we can get some outside 
help on this one. But I still want one of our own there. I don’t want to 
outsource everything to Ozaki’s people.” 

Yakuta shrugged. “Sure. Let me know. [ll show those glorified 


meter maids how real police handle things.” 

“Now, none of that,” Nomura cautioned. “We need them on our 
side in this. Don’t go antagonizing them. Just let me know what you 
find. If she’s been compromised, I need to know.” 


Satoshi was surprised when the officers came for him late at night. He 
figured it was probably after normal interrogation hours, so he 
couldn’t imagine this ending well. 

He was even more surprised when they silently issued him his 
belongings and marched him out the front door. He stood outside for a 
few moments, watching as the police strolled back inside. Then he 
started walking. No use waiting around in case they changed their 
minds. He’d have to send Kimura a thank-you card later. And Vasili 
too, considering that was probably where the order had come from. 

He opened the door and walked in to see Hisoka sitting at the 
kitchen table. He went to her, and the two of them embraced. 

“T’m back.” 

Hisoka hugged him. “For how long?” 

“For good.” 

“They released you just like that?” 

“Well ... ’'m guessing there was some arm-twisting behind the 
scenes. But I’m not complaining. Considering I’m actually innocent.” 

“This time.” 

“Right.” 

They took a seat at the table, sitting next to one another. 

Hisoka shook her head. “Me and my thing for bad boys. Such an 
idiot.” 

“Hey, now, the job is the job. Don’t confuse me with what I do.” 

“You’ve been bringing your work home with you more and more 
lately.” 

“Well ...” 

“IT knew you were no good. From the minute I saw you in 
the emergency room.” 

“T remember that.” 

“You showed up with three cracked ribs and a black eye. Told me 
you fell down the stairs at the library.” 

Hisoka made a sound that was between a sniffle and a laugh. 
Satoshi smiled at the memory. 

“T didn’t want you to think I was some kind of thug or something.” 

“Even though you are.” 

“Well ...” 


They both smiled. 

“Do you remember that night?” Satoshi said. 

Hisoka nodded. 

“IT remember how kept coming round ‘just to check on me.” 

“That’s my job, asshole.” 

Satoshi raised an eyebrow. 

“Okay, maybe I was checking on you more than usual. But you 
were more interesting than the kid who’d swallowed an action figure 
and the guy with the broken ankle who kept calling me ‘sugar-tits.’ 
Although maybe I should have gone with him, he was kinda cute ...” 

“Alright, alright. But I do remember talking to you that night. I 
remember it was the first time in months I’d had a real conversation. 
Where I could really open up with someone.” 

“Me too. It’s still strange for me to think, but it almost never 
happened.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“That was my last week on the emergency ward, as I recall. If you 
had shown up a week later, we’d never have met.” 

“And that would have been a tragedy,” Satoshi said with a smile. 
“I wouldn’t have you. And you would have been deprived of the 
gift of me.” 

Hisoka couldn’t help but laugh as she shook her head. “What do I 
even see in you?” 

Satoshi shook his head. He didn’t know either. “TI still feel that 


way, though.” 

“What way?” 

“Like I can open up to you. Be myself in a way I can’t with other 
people. The only other person that’s even close is ...” He trailed off, 


suddenly ashamed. 

“T know what you mean. And, I feel that way too.” 

“And I know it doesn’t always seem like it, but I’m trying. I’m 
trying hard, to deserve you. I know I don’t always live up to it. But ... 
but I’m trying.” 

She sighed. “I know.” 

They sat there like that for a long time, just holding one another. 


Chapter Six 


Yoshii. Miyagi. Akiyama. Nagai. Matsuo. 

The five bosses sat in a circle staring at one another. 

Same as it ever was. 

They were in the same private room they always used, at one of 
Akiyama’s Korean barbecue joints. The room was dark, the only light 
coming from two powerful bulbs illuminating the table from above. In 
between them was a circular table with a grill in the center of it. 
Grilling meat sizzled and hissed over the hot charcoal, while steam 
and vapors curled up off the grill and disappeared into the flue above. 

Using tongs, Yoshii picked up slabs of thinly sliced beef and laid 
them out on the grate. When they were done (well done for Akiyama 
and Nagai, medium for Miyagi, and bloody and still half-raw for 
Yoshii and Matsuo), he distributed the slices to each person’s plate. 
Then he laid out a round of bulgogi pork and repeated the process. 

Yoshii. Miyagi. Akiyama. Nagai. Matsuo. 

Yoshii looked around at them each in turn. Miyagi was his right- 
hand woman. She was the owner of several pink clubs and porn 
studios, meaning that their interests overlapped. Rather than 
competing, they had decided long ago to collaborate. It helped that 
they thought alike on many matters. Miyagi was always immaculately 
presented, with a calm demeanor that hid a cutthroat mind. Her 
puckered mouth and dark eyes gave the impression that she was 
constantly sizing people up and probing for weaknesses. Probably 
because she was. 

Akiyama owned a number of clubs, bars, and other establishments 
in the Chiyoda Area. The last of his graying hair had been beaten back 
to a thin band that ran from right over his ears around the back of his 
head, save for a single tuft on top of his forehead. Between his balding 
head, bifocal glasses, and penchant for old men’s cardigans, he looked 
like nothing more than an aging business owner. Nobody would have 
picked him for one of the largest drug-runners in the city. Neither 
would they imagine that so much of the protection money collected in 
his area of operation was really being funneled to him. 

Nagai operated shipping and importing operations in the ports of 
Chuo Ward. He supplied the others with drugs, construction materials, 
and lately, women. He also had large reserves of muscle that he would 


loan out to the others when needed. Nagai had a large, flat face that 
seemed more boxlike than it was because of his squared-off military 
buzz cut. His scarred face always wore a scowl that made him look 
like he was perpetually chewing glass. He constantly looked the part 
of the gangster, with his penchant for weighty rings and expensive 
Italian suits that screamed “mob.” He had a blunt manner, which 
Yoshii figured came from his preference for letting his fists do his 
talking. 

Matsuo was the only geographical outlier in the group. While the 
others were clustered around Shinjuku in central Tokyo, the bulk of 
Matsuo’s construction and heavy industry concerns were out in Chiba. 
But he and Yoshii had come up together. They’d started on the Path 
together and risen through the ranks by watching out for one another. 
He was the closest thing Yoshii had to a real brother. At least now. 
Yoshii had killed his blood brother years ago. 

This group had formed a tightly knit, interlocking subunit within 
the larger syndicate. Each of the gears meshed in_ perfect 
synchronicity. Raw materials in the form of drugs, construction 
resources, and women flowed in from Nagai’s port outpost. They were 
then distributed up among the bosses based on who could best use 
them. Then money flowed back to Nagai in a self-reinforcing loop. 

Yoshii. Miyagi. Akiyama. Nagai. Matsuo. 

They had been doing this so long they had their own rhythm 
established. The kind of rhythm that came from many years of 
learning one another’s patterns. They had even fallen into the habit of 
speaking in order. The conversation would proceed around the table 
in turn, starting with Yoshii, as it did now. For the bosses had much to 
discuss. 

“This business with Vasili has not gone as planned,” Yoshii said as 
he distributed a round of beef tongue to the others. 

“T was afraid of that. He’s too close to the cops.” 

“He’s always been too friendly with the police. It’s one of the 
things that makes him such a liability.” 

“I say we put a bullet in him and be done with it.” 

Matsuo shook his head. “You can’t just kill the shacho’s albino 
bear. He’s her favorite pet. I say we keep up with the killings. If 
nothing else, the income makes them worth it. And if he happens to 
get caught in the net, all the better.” 

“Possibly. But it’s also dangerous. I had a visit from the lead 
detective, who traced the girl back to my club. Plus, Kaza lost a man 
going after the Toymaker. I say we pull back for a while. Maybe pick 
off some low-hanging fruit if the opportunity presents itself.” 

“T don’t like this. If they’re starting to trace it back to us, maybe it’s 
time we took out this detective too. We’ve done it before.” 


“T agree. Kill the lead detective and then go dormant. We need to 
limit our exposure. And while we’re on the subject of covering our 
asses, we need to scale back this SK Modeling business.” 

“Agreed on the detective. Get rid of her.” 

“Okay, ’ll tell Kaza and his crew to lay off the killings. Sic them on 
the detective, then lay low. I’m not so sure about the SK Modeling 
business. I think we’ve limited our exposure there.” 

“Agreed. Besides—” 

“You’ve limited your exposure! My fingerprints are all over it!” 
Akiyama interrupted Miyagi, speaking out of turn and creating a 
breach of protocol. A sense of tension hung in the room from the 
disrupted flow. “I need not remind you that we are disobeying one of 
the shacho’s cardinal rules. She’d skin me alive if she found out.” 

“Can it be traced back to you?” Yoshii asked, flipping the meat 
spitting over the glowing grill. 

“If someone were dedicated enough to dig through shell company 
after shell company, it might point in my direction. I was careful. But 
nothing’s certain. And my people tell me that someone’s been 
snooping around.” 

Yoshii was silent for a moment. “Very well, I can be persuaded to 
lay off it. Miyagi, what say you?” With that, their normal flow 
resumed, and the tension in the air melted away. 

“Tm fine keeping it quiet for a while. I don’t want to give it up 
entirely, though. The Eastern European women are high earners in the 
hostess clubs, and guys here eat up porn with them in it. Plus, the 
Gaijin Abuse video series is enormously popular among a certain type.” 

“Tm not saying we give it up entirely. Just cool it. The old woman 
will be out soon—she said so herself. Maybe you could have Nagai 
bring more in in shipping containers for the time being.” 

“That only works with East Asian women. Too long of a journey 
for Eastern Europe.” 

“Speaking of the shacho, who do you think she’s chosen for her 
successor?” Matsuo asked. The importation of women didn’t concern 
him in the least. 

“T think I might still have a chance, but it’s a long shot. I’m almost 
certain she’s going to choose Chobei. Which is why I’ve been trying to 
get on that fool’s good side.” 

Miyagi scoffed. “What a disgrace that would be. I know I don’t 
have a shot. The old woman’s never made a secret of her disdain for 
me. But if it’s Chobei ...” 

“Tf it’s Chobei, he won’t last long,” Akiyama finished the thought 
for her. “But that doesn’t mean we have to be the ones to pull the 
trigger. If someone else in the syndicate doesn’t do it for us, the Taira- 
kai will be sure to see to it.” 


“Yeah, I hear he’s shit the bed down in Kawasaki again. I also 
heard that Vasili’s been cleaning up his messes. Just another reason to 
get rid of that fucking guy.” 

“Don’t worry about Vasili,” Matsuo said as he shoveled a strand of 
stringy meat into his face from his rice bowl. “With the killer business 
done, I plan to turn up the heat on him in another way. If we can’t cut 
his head off directly, we’ll bleed him dry from a thousand cuts.” 

“Smart move. My biggest concern right now is Vasili getting the 
leadership title from Eriko. Matsuo and I put a bug up Chobei’s ass 
about exacting tribute—or some such bullshit—from the Taira-kai. If 
he’s not warring openly with them already, he will be soon. Should 
keep him busy, or get him killed.” 

“Preferably the latter. I can’t see Chobei as shacho—the boy’s far 
too green. Vasili at least knows what he’s doing. He’d keep things 
running along smoothly.” 

“Unless he finds out we were behind the killings. Then he’d have 
all our heads.” 

“T told you it was a dangerous move. Risky.” 

“High risk, high reward,” Matsuo said. “It didn’t work out exactly 
as planned. But Akiyama got a few more years out of it, as did my 
man at HM Kensetsu. Plus, we made a killing by selling the others. I 
say we came out ahead on that deal.” 

“Let’s hope,” Yoshii said. “But if he ever finds out it was us ...” 

Yoshii didn’t have to finish that thought. 

They all knew the consequences. 


Chapter Seven 


The next night, Satoshi waited until Hisoka had gone to work before 
he went to work himself. Once she was out the door, he suited up and 
got ready to hit the streets again. He was about to head out when he 
paused at the door, then went back to the bedroom. He had been 
feeling off all day, and he thought he knew why. 

In their bedroom, Satoshi went to his stash of Dextro and took out 
a pill. It had been a few days since he had taken any, what with his 
unexpected lockup. He didn’t like to think of it as withdrawal, because 
that would imply that he had a problem. So instead he told himself it 
was just a little something to help him sharpen up. He swallowed a 
fraction of a pill, not enough to slow-dose on, and then headed out 
into the streets, his head clearing with each step. 

He didn’t really have any good leads. But since anything was 
preferable to seeing Osammy, he went grasping at straws again. 
Satoshi started by paying visits to a couple of mutual acquaintances, 
neither of which really liked Masa or had seen him recently. Visits to a 
few of their former hangouts proved about as useless. 

It wasn’t until about one or two in the morning that Satoshi found 
himself in front of VICE, a club he hadn’t been to or thought of in 
years. He smiled to himself. This was where he’d had his first date 
with Hisoka. 

He hadn’t meant it to be, of course. He’d wanted to take her 
somewhere nicer, but fate had intervened. He walked through the 
gathering fog in the back alley around the corner to a main street 
lined with shops and restaurants. There he saw the wine bar he had 
originally taken her to. The memory made him smile. 

He looked in the window of the bistro. It must have closed hours 
ago tonight, but he saw the lights still on and a young couple in the 
window. He walked over to see a younger version of himself talking to 
a younger Hisoka. 

She laughed at one of his jokes, covering her mouth as she did. 
Probably a dirty joke she didn’t want to admit to liking. He watched 
them like that for a while, remembering their first time out together. 
He had been surprised when she’d agreed to go on a date with him. 

He remembered hitting it off with her from the beginning. The 
easy rapport, how relaxed they were around one another. He 


remembered thinking how he wanted the night to last forever ... 

Just then, Satoshi looked up to see Masa’s ghost walk into the bar, 
with another girl trailing behind him. He had been so angry at Masa 
for showing up like that, after telling him where he was taking Hisoka 
on their date. 

“Hey! Fancy running into you here!” Masa said with a smile. 

“Yeah, funny that,” Satoshi said, looking unamused. 

“T was just out on a date and thought we’d come here, after you 
recommended it. Oh, this is Sachiko, by the way.” 

Sachiko waved awkwardly at the others. Of course, this was the 
first time he had seen Sachiko too. 

“And I’m Masa!” 

Hisoka smiled and nodded. She turned towards Satoshi. “Friend of 
yours?” 

Satoshi nodded. 

“Well ... why don’t you join us?” Hisoka said. 

“That would be lovely!” Masa said, sliding in beside Satoshi. 

Sachiko did the same next to Hisoka, and the four began chatting. 
Masa smiled at Satoshi, who just shook his head back. 

“Come on, man,” Satoshi said to Masa in a low voice. “I don’t get 
a night off?” 

“What, you don’t want to hang out?” Masa said. He looked hurt. 

“T told you I was on a date.” 

“And now it’s a double date.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Hey, Pve got an idea!” Masa said after a while. “Let’s take this 
party over to Club VICE around the corner!” 

“['m game,” Sachiko said. 

“T don’t know, I’m not much of a clubber,” Hisoka said. 

“That’s cool,” Masa said. “You can go home and the rest of us 
will head over—” 

“T think Pll walk her back, actually,” Satoshi said. “Just to make 
sure she makes it to the station alright.” 

“No,” Masa said, his face falling. “But I got those ... um, party 
favors that you like so much.” 

Satoshi shot a look at him. 

“Party favors?” Hisoka asked. 

“Yeah, here, have one.” Masa flicked a white pill across the 
table to her. 

“What is this? Are these drugs?” She turned to Satoshi. “You do 
drugs?” 

He cleared his throat. Not that he wanted to tell her, but there it 
was. “I sometimes do, yeah. This is ecstasy. It’s relatively safe. But if 
you want to go back, I’d understand.” 


Hisoka considered this for a moment before responding. “You 
just swallow it?” 

“You want to do it?” Satoshi and Masa both asked in surprise. 

She looked to Satoshi and shrugged. “Sure. I trust you.” 

“Okay,” Satoshi said, relieved. “Maybe start with half.” 

She smiled and bit the pill in half. 

“Well, let’s go, then,” Masa said, looking disappointed. 

They walked out of the restaurant and headed to the club. His 
younger self walked in the lead, his arm around Hisoka, the two 
talking and laughing as they went. Masa and Sachiko followed after 
them, barely speaking. In fact, Masa looked downright angry as he 
stared at the two of them ahead. 

Satoshi followed after the phantoms until they reached the club. 
When he saw it was still open, he paid the cover and walked inside. 
He wandered through the dark club. Driving techno music 
reverberated off every flat surface at a thousand miles an hour, 
pummeling the people dancing in the middle of the various dance 
floors throughout. 

He caught up to them in a corner of one of the lounges. He and 
Hisoka were sitting holding hands and talking intently to one another 
in rushed voices. They were both sweating, and their pupils were 
huge. Satoshi (barely) remembered this part of the night as coming 
several hours later, when they were both feeling pretty good. In the 
present, the corner was empty of people, which just made it easier to 
mentally replay the scene. 

But now Satoshi’s attention turned to another memory from that 
night, one he had only been dimly aware of at the time. Masa and 
Sachiko were sitting nearby. Sachiko kept trying to engage him, but 
Masa was focused intently on Satoshi and Hisoka. The pills had done 
little to mellow him out, it seemed. Satoshi walked over to 
watch them now. 

“\.. like we’re not even here!” Masa was saying. “And we came 
all this way.” 

“Well, I didn’t realize he was on a date at the time. We did kind 
of interrupt them.” 

“Still, what’s wrong with us all just hanging out?” 

“We can still talk. I mean, you ask me out and all you end up doing 
is talking about your buddy. It’s almost like you’d rather 
be dating him.” 

“Shut up, it’s not like that. I just—” 

“What? Don’t like him dating?” 

“No, it’s just ... I don’t know.” 

“You don’t like his girl?” 

“T don’t know. I only saw her briefly, in the hospital. Hell, he only 


saw her briefly. He probably wouldn’t have even asked her out if he 
wasn’t hopped up on painkillers.” 

“She seems nice. And if not, it’s his mistake to make.” 

Masa barely glanced at Sachiko throughout the exchange. Sachiko 
tried again. 

“Come on! Come dance with me!” 

“Yeah. Yeah, let’s do that.” 

Masa stood up and walked straight over to the other couple. 

“Hey, guys, the main DJ should be starting soon. We’re going to go 
dance. Come on!” 

A sweaty, smiling Satoshi and Hisoka looked up at them, then back 
at one another and laughed. 

“T think we’re good,” Satoshi said. “We’re just going to 
hang back here.” 

“Have fun!” Hisoka said and started giggling. 

Satoshi joined her. The smile fell away from Masa’s face. His eyes 
found Sachiko’s and he jerked his head to go, with one last look at 
Satoshi and Hisoka leaning in close to one another. As he glanced 
back, Masa bumped into another clubber walking to a group against 
the other wall. Masa shoved him roughly. 

“Watch where you’re fucking going!” 

“Hey, man, what’s your fucking problem?” 

The other guy was at least a head taller than Masa and seemed to 
outweigh him by fifty pounds, judging by the muscles visible through 
his skintight shirt. Masa responded by decking him. The guy was 
stunned for a minute, then plowed into Masa. His momentum carried 
them several feet before they ended up rolling on the floor and 
throwing punches. 

Satoshi watched as his younger, higher self sprang up and ran over 
to separate the two. After some effort, he was able to pull them apart. 
He held his hands up to ward off the other guy’s friends, who were 
hovering around, looking unsure about whether to join the fray. 

“Tt’s cool, guys, it’s cool!” Satoshi said to them before turning to 
Masa. “Let’s get out of here.” 

Masa made another lunge for the guy, but Satoshi anticipated it. 
With one arm in front of Masa, he leaned in just as Masa lunged, 
counterbalancing the move and keeping them in place. 

“Let me go!” Masa roared. 

Still restraining him, Satoshi began walking towards the exit. He 
turned around and motioned for Hisoka and Sachiko to follow, 
looking apologetic. It wasn’t until they were outside that he released 
Masa. Finding nothing of interest in the club, Satoshi followed them 
out and continued to watch the scene play out. 

“What was that all about?” Satoshi’s younger self asked. 


“That guy ... he pushed me ... was trying to start shit, and1 ...” 

“What are you always so fucking angry about?” 

Satoshi was still high. He asked the question with more concern 
than he had usually treated Masa with. At least, that he had treated 
him with by this point in their relationship. 

“Maybe I wouldn’t be so angry if you hadn’t been ignoring me all 
night!” Masa exploded. “I mean, we go out and you barely say a word 
to me all night!” 

“T was on a date. We came to the club and hung out, but I wanted 
to see Hisoka.” 

“She’s more important than me now? We never hang out 
anymore!” 

“We see each other all the time!” Satoshi said. 

By now Hisoka and Sachiko had exited the club into the alley with 
Satoshi and Masa. Satoshi glanced at them, then back at Masa. 

“Look, we'll talk about this more later, okay? Let’s grab a 
drink this week.” 

Masa just nodded, trying to calm himself. He looked embarrassed 
by his own outburst. 

Satoshi forced a smile at the girls. “Breakfast?” 

“T think I’m going to go home,” Sachiko said. 

“Tl walk you to the station,” Masa said. 

Hisoka was still smiling from the afterglow of the pill. 

“T’m not hungry, but I could grab a coffee!” 

Satoshi smiled, and the two of them began walking away. 

“That was fun,” Hisoka said. 

“Did you like the music?” 

“T wasn’t really listening. But I had a good time hanging out. Only 

.. your friend seems to be pretty tightly wound.” 

“Yeah, he’s been like that more and more lately. And he’s really 

more like a coworker than a friend.” 


Chapter Eight 


“Vasili, how are you doing with Yukari’s death?” 

“Fine, I suppose.” 

Strange way to start a conversation. But then, Eriko was never one 
to pussyfoot around when a direct attack would work. At least she had 
let him fix himself a drink and sit down before starting in. 

“Really? Nothing you want to talk about? Like that speech you 
gave at the board meeting?” 

“Tm fine. Just working through some things is all.” 

“You want to talk about it?” 

“Seems I already did. What did you want to see me about?” 

“T wanted to talk to you about ...” She trailed off when her man 
Kuroda came in. “Yes, what is it?” 

“You have another visitor. Takeuchi is here, asking to see you.” 

“T’m not scheduled to see him.” 

“No, you’re not. But he says it’s urgent. Says he’s begging for a 
chance to speak with you at once.” 

Eriko grunted. “Can’t see him begging for anything,” she said, low 
enough so that only Vasili could hear. “Send him in.” 

Kuroda bowed, then left the room. The door swung open, and 
Takeuchi walked in with two of his men. 

Takeuchi was an old-school gangster, the kind which this century 
had little use for anymore. He was in his fifties, with jet-black hair 
(probably dyed) slicked into a pompadour over a grizzled face that 
looked like it had hardened into a sneer. His poorly cut pinstripe suits, 
excessive jewelry, and rose-tinted glasses made him look like he had 
picked the “Old-Timey Yakuza Gangster” Halloween outfit off the rack 
and decided to wear it as-is. 

Vasili had always found him to be small-minded and myopic, and 
practically allergic to innovation. He couldn’t wait for the day when 
Takeuchi and other dinosaurs like him finally died off. Of course, he 
hadn’t failed to consider that half the younger guys probably thought 
the same way about him. 

Takeuchi’s territory largely corresponded to Ota Ward. This gave 
him control of the docks along the bay there, and thus a hand in the 
lucrative import/export business. 

He bowed deeply when he approached the table. “Shacho, Vasili. 


Please excuse the intrusion.” 

“Tl wait to hear what the intrusion is about before deciding that.” 

“Of course. Would it be possible to speak with you in private? No 
offense, Vasili.” 

Vasili began getting to his feet, but Eriko waved him down. 

“Anything you can say to me, you can say in front of Vasili.” 

“Very well. It’s about your son and this hornet’s nest he’s stirred up 
with the Taira-kai. I was hoping to get your counsel, seeing as how the 
skirmish is spilling over into my territory.” 

Takeuchi had to carefully walk a tightrope here, and he knew it. 
He was criticizing her son, after all. 

“T hate to say it, but Chobei is ... unpredictable. He can be a bit 
overhasty—some might even say brash—in his dealings. And 
sometimes his responses to problems ... lack proportionality.” 

“Meaning?” 

“Meaning he can be a bit ... quick to resort to violence.” 

“Well, coming from you that is certainly damning.” 

“Believe me, it brings me no pleasure to say this to you, shacho.” 

No shit, Vasili thought as he watched Takeuchi sweating bullets. 

“What do you think?” Eriko said, turning to Vasili. 

“TJ think Takeuchi has the measure of it. I don’t see any good 
coming from starting war with the Taira-kai.” 

“And what would you do about Chobei?” 

Slit his throat and dump his body in the deepest ocean trench I could 
find, Vasili thought. He had tried to move against Chobei and failed. 
And even now, the proof of his treachery was still out there 
somewhere. He had to step lightly. 

“The boy needs guidance. I think his heart is in right place. But he 
is sometimes too brash. Is common problem with youth. I’m sure he 
will outgrow it. But for now he needs people to show him the way.” 

“Yes, yes, all well and good,” Takeuchi said. “But that doesn’t solve 
our problem right now. Every day he continues to antagonize them is 
a day closer to all-out war.” 

Eriko nodded. “I will speak with the boy. See if I can’t beat some 
sense into him.” 

“Thank you, shacho,” Takeuchi said with a bow. “But I fear that 
more drastic measures might need to be taken, if you don’t mind 
my saying so.” 

“J might mind, depending on what these ‘drastic measures’ you 
speak of include.” 

“All I’m saying is that perhaps the boy shouldn’t be in such a 
powerful position. Kawasaki City is hard territory even for an 
experienced boss. Maybe it’s too much for him.” 

“Remove him from Kawasaki?” Eriko said. She closed her eyes for 


a few moments. “I will consider it, after I’ve spoken to him about the 
matter.” 

“Shacho, I don’t mean to speak out of turn. But I fear that we must 
act decisively now. The Taira-kai are enormous. The bulk of their 
forces are located in Nagoya, but if they were to move men this way, 
it could be disastrous for us. We need to do _ something 
to mollify them.” 

Vasili chanced a glance at Eriko. She was all but breathing smoke. 

“T pray you're not talking about what I think you are.” 

“No, no!” he said, holding up his hands. “Only ... restitution of 
sorts. We cannot afford warfare with them. Not now.” 

“T will decide that, not you. You say the barbarians are at our 
borders? Well, you are the border. So hold them.” 

“T understand your feelings. And ordinarily I wouldn’t shrink from 
a fight. But I am not prepared right now. It would not be 
a good time.” 

“And why are you unprepared?” Eriko asked. 

“Well, because I was focused on earning. I didn’t know I was going 
to be dragged into a war all of a sudden.” 

“Sounds like the problem is you’re unprepared to defend your 
territory. Which is one of your primary duties as a boss. And if you 
can’t do that, then what use are you?” 

Takeuchi stood there. He appeared to be weighing several options 
in his mind. Finally, he chose the safe one. 

“T understand. I will recruit more soldiers and prepare myself.” 

“Good boy,” Eriko said. “Now run along.” 

Takeuchi bowed stiffly to both of them, then took his leave. 

Eriko grunted as she watched him walk across the long room. “He 
can dish it out, but he can’t take it. I swear, I think we’ve all gone soft 
in our old age. Maybe it’s time for some fresh blood around here. 
Which is what I wanted to talk to you about.” 

“Oh?” 

“As you know, I’m dying.” 

“So you keep saying.” 

“And there will be a changing of the guard soon. A new shacho. I 
wanted to ask you, how would you feel if it was you?” 

Vasili blinked and looked away. He honestly didn’t know how he 
felt about that. 

“And while you’re pondering that question, how would you feel if 
it wasn’t you?” 

Vasili sat there quietly sipping his drink as he considered this. He 
had toiled for so long setting up his finely oiled machine in the heart 
of Tokyo, for which it had taken years to calibrate everything just 
right. Getting the right people in place, learning how to supervise 


them to get the most out of them, setting up a fine mesh of 
interlocking business interests spanning both the light and dark sides 
of the economy. It was a monumental effort. One that he wasn’t sure 
he could do again across the entire city. Not at his age. Not at a time 
when he was trying to limit his involvement in the organization. 
When he wanted to just put the machine on autopilot and reap the 
rewards. On the other hand ... 

“Can I ask who the other options are?” 

“You may not. You’re either fully committed or you’re not. And I 
think I can see which way you’re leaning.” 

Vasili nodded. “Yeah, me too.” 

“But I have to ask. Why? You’re the obvious choice, and this is the 
next step for you. I’m offering you the keys to the kingdom. Why 
not take them?” 

“Until recently I would have. But now I don’t think I have it in me 
to take the reins. I’m happy in my little fiefdom.” 

Eriko nodded. “I have to say, your little speech at the board 
meeting gave me pause. I would have liked to reward your loyalty for 
all these years. But no use giving a man a gift he doesn’t want.” 

“Thanks for understanding.” 

“Well, then let me repay it in advice. Sharks like us need to stay in 
constant motion. Otherwise we die. So my advice to you is: keep 
moving. The only thing fatal to us is slowing down.” 

Vasili nodded. 

She smiled wanly. “Oh well. Part of me wanted to see you take the 
job just to see how you deal with the same problems I’ve had to deal 
with. You know, just to compare and contrast.” 

“Well, here’s one for you. What would you do about Soseki and the 
Taira-kai? There’s a problem I’ve been dealing with, where I’m not 
sure of my answer.” 

Eriko laughed. “Well, you certainly made me regret those words 
quickly. Well done. Just how badly did Chobei fuck up with them?” 

“Since demanding ‘tribute’ and being rebuffed, there was a 
gunfight. Which Chobei and his men started, and came out the worse 
for, from what I heard.” 

Eriko rubbed her forehead with one wrinkled hand. 

“They are not to be trifled with, the Taira-kai. Normally I would 
mollify them by giving up one of our own, but in this case ...” 

Vasili nodded. He couldn’t expect her to give up her only son. Even 
if he was a fuckup. 

“Do you know who the boy’s father was?” Eriko asked, then 
reconsidered. “Of course you don’t. Chobei himself 
doesn’t even know.” 

“I always figured it was Tanuma. You two seemed like you had a 


thing going back when you got pregnant.” 

Eriko shook her head. “Umeki.” 

“Umeki? That Umeki?” 

Umeki had been Eriko’s chief rival when they were both bosses 
under Araki. 

“But you two hated each other.” 

“Yeah. That’s probably why he raped me.” 

Vasili covered his mouth with his hand. “I had no idea.” 

“T’ve never been much for talking about it.” 

“Why, then ... why carry his baby to full term?” 

“Revenge. I was going to carry his baby so I could tell him it was 
his. Then I was going to kill it right in front of him.” 

Vasili was too shocked to speak. 

“But of course, he never made it that long. When Araki passed, I 
had to hurry up with my plans. Hence my little dinner party stunt. By 
that point I was too far along to have an abortion, so I had Chobei 
instead.” 

“Do you ... do you think you really would have gone through with 
it? That you really could have gone through with it?” 

“At the time I was sure I could. But now, of course, I know better. 
He’s my boy, my own flesh and blood.” Eriko laughed. “Of course, 
since I hadn’t expected to keep him, I had to make some frantic last- 
minute plans. I remember calling Kuroda from the hospital and telling 
him that he needed to run out right away and buy a crib, changing 
table, everything else.” 

“Does he know this?” 

“Of course not. And he’s not going to find out either.” 

“T will say nothing.” 

Eriko sighed. “I don’t know, maybe I did this to him. He has 
usually come as an ... afterthought. At some level I think he knows 
that the organization always comes first for me. But he’s the person I 
cherish most in this world, despite everything.” 

“You’re a working woman. Besides, I don't see you as the type to 
pin up grade school artwork to the refrigerator, or collect tee-ball 
trophies.” 

She smiled wanly. “No, that’s not the kind of thing I collect. I’ve 
never shown you my collection, have I?” 

“No. Collection of what?” 

“Kuroda!” she yelled. He appeared instantly. “I want to show Vasili 
the vault.” 

Kuroda hesitated, for possibly the first time in Vasili’s memory. 

“Are you sure that’s wise, ma’am?” 

“Are you sure it’s wise to question me?” she shot back. 

“Very well. I’ll ready the vault.” 


“This way,” Eriko said to Vasili. “Not many people have seen my 
collection.” 

“Tll consider myself lucky.” 

“Well, wait till you see it.” 

She led him to a part of the house that he had never been in 
before, an area that wasn’t open for official Kaisha business. Her 
private quarters. 

They came to a room at the end of a long hallway. True to its 
name, the vault had a door leading into it that was a thick slab of 
metal with a massive wheel-lock mechanism on the front. It now stood 
ajar to reveal a room lit with bright floodlights. It looked to be a 
display room, outfitted with mirrors around the walls and glass 
display cases inside arranged in a circle. Eriko waved him in. 

Vasili entered the room. The display cases were roughly six feet 
tall on small pedestals that set them off from the floor. They all 
contained mannequins made of clear plastic that had been posed in 
different fashions. 

They were all wearing a strange type of garment that Vasili didn’t 
immediately recognize. The clothing seemed to be made of leather, 
and all featured ornate and colorful pictures. It wasn’t until he took a 
close at one that he realized what he was looking at. 

“Holy fuck,” Vasili said as he recoiled from the nearest display. 

“Seemed like a waste to throw away such beautiful craftsmanship. 
Most of these were done by Tsujimura, and he always did 
such lovely work.” 

Vasili swallowed hard and took a closer look at one of the displays. 
The tattooed, leathery skin extended from below the collarbone down 
both arms to the wrist, then around the back and down to midthigh. 
Even with the skin dried out and clearly aging, the vibrant colors and 
attention to detail of the tattoos were incredible. 

“That one was actually Umeki. I took that one myself. The one 
next to it was from Okamoto. He put up a fight, let me tell you.” 

“He was dead first, right?” Vasili asked as he walked over to 
the next case. 

“Mostly. I don’t take kindly to treason, as you know. So I’ve taken 
these trophies from the enemies I’ve conquered and the people who’ve 
betrayed me. It gives me some solace to know that they’re posed and 
displayed under glass for my amusement.” 

“T see you’ve got a few open display cases here.” 

“Well, my time as boss isn’t up yet.” 


Chapter Nine 


Mei glanced at the sign over the door where Kameko’s directions had 
taken her. Frenchy’s. She didn’t know this particular dive, but she 
knew its kind. Being a detective meant having to hold her own in dive 
bars all over the city. Now that she knew where it was, she walked 
straight on by and kept going. She would have to double back in a few 
minutes. Just as soon as she lost her tail. 

She hadn’t realized she was being followed right away. In fact, 
she’d only found out by accident. When she’d left the police station 
headed for the other side of Shibuya Station, she’d stopped on an 
elevated pedestrian crosswalk to tie her shoe. When she’d bent over, 
she’d just happened to notice two men slow their pace to avoid 
overtaking her. Since then she had wandered around Shibuya 
aimlessly to see if they were following her. She checked traffic 
mirrors, reflections in shop windows, even the billboards over Shibuya 
Crossing that showed a live feed of the pedestrians swarming across. 
She saw them in every one. They were definitely following her. 

She turned the next corner, then sprinted to another halfway down 
the alley and turned down that. She repeated this a number of times. 
She waited for a while to make sure, and when they didn’t show, she 
doubled back to the bar. 

As she walked, she tried to retrace her steps over the last few days. 
She couldn’t think of anything incriminating. But then, if she had to 
watch her every move, that would make things difficult. 

From the top of the stairs, she spotted Kameko sitting at a table 
along the far wall, alone save for the papers spread out before her. 
This had better be good, Mei thought as she descended the stairs 
and walked over. 

Kameko glanced up when she saw Mei arrive, then instantly 
looked back at her reading material. 

“You're late.” 

“T had to shake a tail.” 

“What?” Her head snapped up. “Who?” 

“T don’t know. They were on me right out of the station.” 

“Your people, maybe?” 

“Maybe. Letting Satoshi go might have made them suspicious. But 
even if that’s the case, this is extreme. Maybe Dark Army people. I’ve 


been ducking them.” 

“Yeah. Or maybe Yoshii’s people. Heard you dick-slapped him in 
his own place. Metaphorically speaking.” 

“T just asked a few questions.” 

“Yeah. Basically the same thing.” 

“Whatever. Hey, quick question: what the fuck was that tip of 
yours all about?” 

“Okay, let’s start with that,” Kameko said. “Did you find anything 
there?” 

“Yeah, a headless corpse in the middle of a tech support company 
that was the scene of a shootout.” 

“Right, I mean did you find out anything about the guy? Name? 
Record? Known accomplices? That sort of thing.” 

“No fingerprint match. And since you didn’t leave him with his 
head on, I can’t exactly check his photo against our database.” 

“First of all, I just want to say I had nothing to do with that,” 
Kameko said. “I just passed along information I received from an 
anonymous source who—” 

“Bullshit. I know you ...” Mei trailed off as she saw the bartender 
approach. 

Kameko noticed him too and smiled at the interruption. 

“Why, hello there, who is this pretty young thing?” Frenchy asked, 
Frenchly. 

“This is Mei. She’s a cop.” 

Frenchy looked her up and down like an appraiser. “Nope, don’t 
see it. But I could see you pulling off a schoolgirl look, maybe. Or 
perhaps a sexy nurse. Had a girl in last night working the Kabukicho 
circuit who said she’s cleaning up with a hot librarian 
act where she—” 

“Tm a cop, asshole,” Mei said. 

“Okay, if you’re stuck on that, who am I to judge?” 

“No, like a cop cop,” Kameko said. “Mei here is murder police.” 

Frenchy’s expression turned on a dime, and he was suddenly 
deferential. “Oh, I see. And is there anything I can get for you, 
Officer?” 

“A beer.” 

“Right away.” 

Kameko shook her empty glass at him as he hurried away. 

“T was saying—” 

“Small talk,” Kameko chided. “He’ll be back in a minute.” 

“Right. So is this place a big hangout for people from your crew?” 

“Yeah, Frenchy’s is pretty popular among a certain element.” 

Mei nodded. “I'll have to make a note of that for later.” 

Frenchy served their drinks, then hurried off again. 


“So the body was a dead end?” 

“Couldn’t get an ID off it from fingerprints. DNA analysis will take 
several weeks, even fast-tracking it. What did this imaginary 
informant of yours tell you about this guy? What’s the connection?” 

“Just that there had been a shootout involving the serial killers. So 
I turned it over to you.” 

“Alright. What did you want to show me?” 

“Okay, check this out,” Kameko said. “I’ve been following up on 
my hunch about the livers. I’ve been reading up on this, and it turns 
out your medical examiner is wrong about how long a liver removal 
takes. With the so-called ‘rapid’ technique for orthotopic liver 
transplantation, the liver can be removed in as little as twenty minutes 
by a skilled surgeon.” 

“This shit again?” Mei said. “Frankly, I think your immorality is 
showing through. Not everyone would be able to look at a mutilated 
corpse and think about how to turn a profit.” 

“But yakuza would. Some of them, I mean.” 

Mei shook her head. “As much as I want to believe the worst about 
you guys, it still doesn’t add up. Even if the organ removal window 
works, you’ve still only got a few hours before organ death. Hardly 
enough time to turn around and find someone willing to buy a 
liver off you.” 

“Ah, see, that’s what I thought too. But with recent advances in 
cryostasis, certain organs can be preserved for hours or even days 
outside the body.” 

Mei considered this. “If that’s true ... then where would be the 
most likely place for them to fence the organs?” 

“T think I might know where they’re going. Some of them, 
at any rate.” 

“Where?” 

Kameko paused. “Look, I’m taking a chance here. Because what I’m 
about to tell you could get me killed.” 

“What is it? You going to dish on your employer?” 

Until recently, the thought would have thrilled Mei. Now, in light 
of recent events, she wasn’t so sure how she would feel about it. Vasili 
was the only one standing between her father and a downward spiral 
into cancer. 

“No, not Vasili. But this guy’s also connected.” Kameko looked 
uneasy. “And talking about anyone from the syndicate with the police 
is an instant death sentence.” 

“Who is it?” 

“His name’s Akiyama. I don’t know his first name. He controls 
interests mainly in and around Chiyoda Ward. Until recently he was 
dying of liver failure, but Vasili said that he seems to have made a 


complete recovery.” 

“He could have received a liver transplant normally.” 

“He didn’t. I checked. He hasn’t been to see his physician for 
months. Now he’s made a complete recovery? Bullshit.” 

“Wait, how did you know he hasn’t seen his doctor?” 

“IT have my ways. Point is, I think he received one of the livers our 
‘serial killer’ removed. They’re trying to make it look like random 
mutilation to cover their tracks. But meanwhile, they’re taking out 
organs that they can use themselves, or that fetch a good price on the 
black market.” 

“You assume.” 

“T assume. But for some of these guys, organ trafficking isn’t too 
much of a stretch.” 

“Yeah, what great company you keep.” 

“Hey, I have my limits. If Vasili asked me to do something like 
this, I’d refuse.” 

“Great to know we found your limit,” Mei said. She sipped her 
beer as she considered this. “Why keep taking the livers, though? I 
mean, if they just needed the one for Akiyama, why continue?” 

“Tm guessing they don’t just need the one. See these sweet tats we 
all have?” As she said this, Kameko pulled back the sleeve of her 
overcoat to reveal a colorful mural covering the flesh of her forearm. 
“Turns out they’re super bad for your liver.” 

“How so?” 

“For one, the tattooing process leads to high rates of hepatitis, 
which leads to liver damage. Plus, full-body tattoos cover a lot of 
sweat glands, which makes it hard to sweat out toxins from all the 
boozing we do.” 

“But on the plus side, it’s worth it for those sweet pictures of koi 
and dragons and shit.” 

“Yeah, I think so too!” If Kameko had picked up on Mei’s sarcasm, 
she had elected not to show it. “That, combined with environmental 
factors—i.e., the shit air we all breathe—and you end up with a high 
incidence of liver failure. Now, Japan already has some of the lowest 
organ transplant rates in the world—” 

“And what organs are available for transplant aren’t earmarked for 
yakuza scum,” Mei said, nodding along. 

“Exactly!” Kameko said with a jab of her pointer finger. “Only I 
would have phrased it slightly differently.” 

Something occurred to Mei then as she recalled the superintendent 
at Matsuo’s construction site. She pulled out her notebook and flipped 
back to her notes from that day. 

“Just out of curiosity, have you heard of Cyclosporine before? Or 
Prednisone?” 


“Immunosuppressants. Why?” 

“What are those?” 

“Like what you would take if you had just had an organ transplant. 
They keep the body from rejecting the new organ.” 

“Holy shit,” Mei said, leaning back. “The superintendent at HM 
Kensetsu was taking them. Said he’d just been off on medical leave.” 

Kameko’s eyes went wide. “Big fat guy named Obinata?” 

“Don’t know his name, but yeah. He fits the description.” 

“He’s tight with his boss, Matsuo. They go back, from what I hear.” 

“Has he had liver problems lately?” 

“T don’t know him that well. But if he’s taking those drugs right 
after an extended absence from work, I’m willing to bet you'll find a 
scar on that fat stomach of his.” 

“Alright, sounds like we’re onto something here. I guess the next 
step would be to see who’s capable of performing liver transplants in 
the Tokyo area.” 

“T can’t imagine it’s a long list.” 

Mei smiled. “Alright, I feel like we might finally be getting 
somewhere with this case.” 

“Yeah. And it’s about damn time, too.” 


Chapter Ten 


Despite being told by Eriko to help Vasili secure replacement 
materials, Matsuo had failed to live up to his end of the deal. Once 
Vasili had shipped in replacements from the mainland (at an 
exorbitant fee), Matsuo called to say he had found some for him. If he 
still needed them, that was. Oh, and you’re welcome. 

Vasili was furious, but decided to swallow his rage. He had other, 
more pressing matters to attend to now. So when Matsuo called him 
and asked for a sit-down, Vasili wanted nothing more than to tell him 
to go fuck himself. Unfortunately, his construction interests still 
needed to operate out of Chiba, and bad blood between him and 
Matsuo could make that difficult. So he agreed. 

Now he sighed as he signaled to the barman for another vodka on 
the rocks. His third in the hour he’d been waiting for Matsuo to show 
up to the restaurant. That he himself had chosen for the meeting spot. 
Out in Chiba. Like a dick. 

Vasili turned to Jun and shook his head. “He’s fucking with me. 
He’s fucking with me, and I don’t like it.” 

“You want to go?” 

“After this drink.” 

When Vasili finished his drink, they stood to leave. They turned 
around to see Matsuo and his men sweeping into the room. Matsuo 
approached with open arms. 

“Vasili! So sorry to keep you waiting!” 

“No, you're not.” 

“Traffic is terrible this time of night. Couldn’t be helped.” 

“T have other places to be.” 

“No problem. I prefer to make this quick myself.” 

They sat and ordered. They would have dispensed with the 
pleasantries, but they had already dispensed with those years ago. 

“Let me get right down to it,” Matsuo said. “The cost of land out 
here is skyrocketing. Every construction crew that isn’t here already 
wants to be, and they’re willing to pay a premium. So the cost of 
doing business has to go up.” 

“You’re bumping my monthly fee?” Vasili asked. 

“More like doubling it,” Matsuo said. “It’s an accurate reflection of 
what I could be earning from another crew in your space. It’s fair.” 


“Doesn’t seem like it,” Vasili said. “Especially after you failed to 
live up to the agreement from our latest sit-down.” 

“I found you the materials. You told me you didn’t need them.” 

“At that point I didn’t.” Vasili closed his eyes and thought. “So is 
now ten million yen a month. Is that what you're shaking 
me down for?” 

“Tt’s not a shakedown, Vasili. Just the cost of doing business.” 

“Sure doesn’t feel like it.” 

“Of course, if you’re having cash-flow problems right now, maybe 
I can help.” 

Vasili raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. 

“T could offer to purchase your construction interests outright. The 
cement plant and the two construction contractors.” 

So saying, Matsuo pulled out a piece of paper and slid it across the 
table. Vasili looked at it. He almost had to laugh at the 
brazenness of it. 

“I do not have exact numbers with me. But this must to be less 
than one-third of their total value.” 

Matsuo shrugged. “Well, when you factor in the new fee, the price 
comes down some. More into alignment with the reality of the 
situation.” 

“The reality you created.” 

“Yes, well. Think it over.” 

“Look, Matsuo ...” 

Vasili hesitated, unsure whether he should say what he had to say 
next or just let it drop. It probably wouldn’t make a difference, but he 
sighed and pressed on anyway. 

“Look, Matsuo, I know you don’t like me. And I understand. Hell, I 
don’t even like me most of time. But I have to ask a favor in this. Go 
easy on me. Just for the time being. I’m trying to set something up. 
Something big. But it’s taking up a lot of my capital, and I’m a little 
tight right now. If you can give me month or two on this, I would 
consider it personal favor.” 

Matsuo tried not to smile. It mostly worked. 

“Afraid I can’t do that, Vasili. I can’t do special favors, even to my 
close friends.” His smile broadened here. “But what is this special 
project of yours? Maybe I can help?” 

Maybe you can help yourself to it, you mean, Vasili thought. “I’d 
rather not say right now. Still working on it. Something of a ... 
different nature than most syndicate business.” 

“What, are you opening an orphanage? A shelter for battered 
women? You going to dress like a clown and give the dying kids on 
the cancer ward a laugh before they croak? After your comments at 
the board meeting a few days ago, a lot of us are thinking maybe 


you’ve gone soft.” 

“Not soft. Just thinking of different approach. So I’m asking for 
your help in this, just give me a deferment. In a few months I can pay 
you money I owe, with interest. You come out ahead, I come out 
ahead. What do you say?” 

“No.” 

Vasili sighed. He had thrown himself at the tender mercies of this 
gaping asshole and had gotten shat on for his troubles. It was what 
he’d expected, really. 

“You know, Matsuo, I never understood the hate for me.” 

“You going to cry about it?” 

“No. I just want to understand. We’re on same team. Why do you 
go out of your way to cripple me?” 

Matsuo regarded him for a while before responding. “We’re not on 
the same team. You’re an outsider here, a trespasser. That you could 
ever pass for yakuza shows just how far we’ve fallen.” 

“A trespasser? I don’t know. Seems like I know this world pretty 
well. I know we are stronger for working together, rather than 
fighting like children.” 

“Children, are we?” Matsuo said with a scoff. “Sure, make your 
jokes, you foreign ape. You will never understand us, never truly be 
one of us.” 

Vasili kept a hard scowl on his face, but inside, he was starting to 
be disconcerted by this talk. Matsuo had never dared to speak this 
freely to him before. What had changed? Did he know something 
Vasili didn’t about Eriko’s plans for the succession? If Matsuo or one 
of his faction was a strong candidate to take over, Vasili didn’t stand 
much chance of surviving long. 

Matsuo just sat back and regarded him with a half-smile. 

“Maybe. But is also true that you never try to understand me. What 
my limits are.” 

“Maybe, maybe,” Matsuo said. His expression told Vasili he wasn’t 
about to start. “In Japanese, we have a word, ikizgukuri. You know it?” 

“Yeah. Is way of preparing fish.” 

“Alive. It literally means prepared alive. And that’s how you eat it. 
Alive. I come from a culture where people wouldn’t blink about eating 
a living creature alive. I believe it shows a certain cold-bloodedness on 
the part of the Japanese. Think about that, as you decide whether to 
have a go at me.” 

Vasili nodded. 

“I would be scared right now if I were fish. In Russia we have word 
korova. You know what is meaning?” 

Matsuo shook his head. 

“Tt means prison cow. Is man you take with you when you escape 


from remote prison or gulag in middle of Siberia or wherever. You 
bring him along with promise of escaping, but his true purpose is for 
you to eat him along the way. To keep your strength up, so you can 
make it back to civilization.” 

“That’s ... rather dark.” 

“Maybe. Maybe is dark. But is necessary if you want to live. And it 
shows important difference between our peoples.” 

Matsuo said nothing. 

“Because I’m from a culture where people are willing to eat one 
another alive when they have to. So you think on that.” 


Chapter Eleven 


“Hello, Nomura. Got a minute?” 

Her boss looked up from the paperwork on his desk. He motioned 
for her to sit. “Kimura. Good to see you. How goes the investigation?” 

“Slowly.” 

“Any breaks?” 

“A few that I’m still following up on. But I wanted to talk to you 
about something else. I came across something in the course of the 
investigation that I don’t have the time to look into. Wondering if 
maybe you could route it to the proper department.” 

Nomura chuckled. “You always were good at creating more work. 
What is it?” 

“J just spoke with a woman who said she’s being held 
against her will.” 

“Well, that is a serious matter. If you give me the details, I can 
hand it off to Major Crimes.” 

“She’s a foreigner. Came over on a tourist visa. Said she and the 
other girls she’s with have been forced into prostitution.” 

“Oh. Well, that’s ... that would be more Vice’s area of expertise.” 

“Do you have any pull with them? I hate to ask, but what she said 
rattled me. I was hoping someone could look into it.” 

Nomura’s demeanor had cooled noticeably. “Right, well, I'll 
mention it to them. But these things usually don’t lead anywhere.” 

“T think this might. If what she told me checks out, it sounds like 
there might be a human trafficking ring operating out of 
the Kabukicho area.” 

“Well, leave the information you have with me, I’ll pass it along.” 

“You don’t sound very enthusiastic.” 

“Detective Kimura, you have to understand, these sorts of 
investigations ... they usually don’t go anywhere.” 

“Why not? We have women being brought over under false 
pretenses, extorted, exploited, and forced into prostitution. That 
sounds like textbook human trafficking.” 

“I doubt we’d be able to find a woman, let alone several women, 
willing to go on the record. They’re kept under close watch, and often 
threatened to prevent them from talking to us.” 

“We can grant them immunity. We could—” 


“We can’t. Even if someone is willing to talk to us—a big if—you’d 
never get a prosecution for the perpetrators.” 

“Why not?” 

“The girls would just be deported for overstaying their visa, or 
working illegally.” 

“That’s insane, this is—” 

“This is how it works. We don’t have any leeway here because of 
how the law is structured.” 

“So the people exploiting these women just go free?” 

“Essentially, yes. That’s what usually happens.” 

“What if we just—” 

“From my experience, the way you get these guys—the only way 
you get these guys—is you build a case for something else. Employing 
foreigners illegally, or maybe some liquor or other licensing issue with 
their establishment. Maybe drugs, if you’re lucky.” 

“So basically we try to put together some bullshit case for 
something unrelated to the sexual slavery of women, which we know 
they’re guilty of. That right?” 

“Yeah, well, Capone went to jail for tax evasion.” 

“Over a hundred years ago. Things haven't gotten 
better since then?” 

“Look, I don’t like it any more than you do. Believe me, I’ve been 
on both sides of this conversation, and it gives me no joy to tell you 
this. The system is imperfect, but it’s the one we have to operate in.” 

“The system isn’t imperfect. It’s fucking broken. And the fact that it 
stays broken tells me that the people in charge don’t want it fixed.” 

“Maybe. Still, we’re cops. We work with what we’re given within 
the confines of the law. No matter how imperfect it is.” 

Mei just shook her head. “You know, this woman said that the 
women who take their story to the police usually just get fucked, or 
turned away, or both. I didn’t realize she meant that they get fucked 
literally and figuratively.” 


“Heya, kid!” Kumagai said. 

Satoshi gave him a short bow and a smile as he entered the room. 
“How are you feeling, Kumagai?” 

“Well, half the time I feel like shit, and the other half of the time I 
feel like shit that’s been reheated for too long in the microwave.” 

“Well, you look twice as good.” 

That sent Kumagai off into a grim chuckle that ended in him 
coughing. “You’re funny, Satoshi. Real fucking funny.” 


“I try. Brought you some candy. Remembered you always had a 
sweet tooth.” 

“Hey, thanks. It’s funny you should come now. I only just got 
moved to this ward. I couldn’t take visitors before.” 

“IT know,” Satoshi said. 

In truth he was relieved. Because Kumagai had made a cryptic 
comment about his father’s death that he needed to follow up on. Now 
he could stroll onto this ward instead of dressing up in his girlfriend’s 
old work clothes and sneaking in, like he had to the last time. 

Kumagai had been in the game a long time and had talked openly 
about knowing his father from back in the old days. But the other day 
was the first time he had mentioned anything about his father’s death. 

“What have you been up to lately?” Kumagai asked. 

“Actually, ’ve been taking a stroll down memory lane lately. I was 
wondering if you could help.” 

Kumagai grunted. “I try not to walk too far backwards these days. 
Don’t always like where it takes me.” 

“Me neither. Maybe I should say my stroll down memory lane is 
more like a forced march. I was wondering if you had kept in touch 
with any of the guys from Osammy’s crew.” 

Kumagai’s grandfatherly smile faltered there. His countenance 
grew darker. “Can’t really help you there, kid. I see Nishio from time 
to time. But he was never part of that crew proper, just a freelancer. 
Why the sudden interest in digging up old graves?” 

“Because the dead won’t stay buried. I’m looking for Masa.” 

“T thought you two were tight.” 

“After Osammy’s crew broke up, we sort of drifted apart. I didn’t 
like what I saw from him in those days.” 

“T didn’t like much about what I saw in those days either. Between 
you and me, it was a relief when Osammy got busted. Guy was a slow- 
motion train wreck in the works.” 

“Yeah. But if I don’t find Masa on my own, Osammy’s my next 
stop. Heard anything that might help?” 

“Sorry, kid, wouldn’t know where to begin. Masa was never my 
favorite, and I don’t talk with any of the others either. Except for 
Nishio.” 

“That’s what I figured. Guess I have to see Osammy, then.” 

“You sure you want to do that? You and Osammy didn’t leave 
things on the best of terms.” 

“That’s for damn sure. I don’t think that sadist ever forgave me for 
that one night.” 

“Tm not talking about his games. Word is, he blamed you for 
getting sent away.” 

Satoshi grunted, then shook his head. Then he began laughing, 


because his body didn’t know any other way to process the news short 
of screaming. 

“So, one of the most vicious, sickest fucks I know thinks I had 
something to do with putting him away. And I have to pay him 
a house call.” 

“What do you need him so bad for, anyway?” 

“Partially a favor to a friend. Partially self-preservation at this 
point, if I’m being honest. I heard Osammy’s out of the game.” 

“Mostly, from what I hear. But he’s still got those loyal to him, and 
he’s still a dangerous man. I say find another way if you can.” 

Satoshi didn’t answer. He didn’t even look up. 

Kumagai sighed. “Well, then, kid, if it must be, it must be. But my 
advice to you is to treat this meeting like a job. And by that, I mean 
go in strapped, get in and out quick, and don’t turn your back on him 
for a second. You do that and you might—you might—come out alive 
again.” 

“Yeah, that was my thought too. Thanks for your help.” 

“Anytime, kid, anytime. You’re the only one to visit me so far. 
Gives me something to do.” 

“Actually, this isn’t the first time I’ve come to visit you. I snuck up 
to see you on the other ward you were on.” 

“Yeah? Don’t remember it.” 

“You were mostly asleep. Then you said something to me about my 
dad. Actually, you mistook me for him.” 

Kumagai’s expression had gone grave. “Kid—” 

“You said he knew they were going to kill him. That ‘he’ couldn’t 
let him live. Who? Who were you talking about?” 

“Satoshi, I ... let it be, kid. Let the past stay buried.” 

“All these years you knew who killed my father? And you didn’t 
say anything? Why?” 

“Nothing good can come of it.” 

“Who killed my father?” 

“The man who pulled the trigger is long dead. He wasn’t anyone of 
importance.” 

“Then who gave the order?” 

“Believe me, you don’t want to know.” 

“His death destroyed my family and set me on the Path. I need to 
know why. I need the truth.” 

Kumagai looked at him with his sad eyes. 

“And what would the truth do for you now? Huh? What good is it 
now? Believe me, kid, the truth won’t set you free. It’d set 
you on fire.” 


Chapter Twelve 


Mei slid into the plastic chair across from Kentaro. They were in a 
cheap restaurant with a counter and several tables crammed together 
in a back area. Not the cleanest place she had ever seen. 

“Nice place,” she said. “Surprised it hasn’t been condemned.” 

“T think they pay off the health inspector,” Kentaro replied, sliding 
a plastic-laminated menu to her across the sticky table. “And I know 
that they pay the fire inspector off. But the food’s good, so I can’t 
complain. They do a pretty mean snakehead fish fillet.” 

“Tll pass. I never understood the appeal of snakefish,” she said, 
using the common nickname for the vicious alien species that had 
invaded Tokyo’s rivers in recent years. 

“Well, better us eating them than them eating us.” 

“Those are just rumors.” 

They placed their orders with the waitress when she returned. 

“Sorry I haven’t been around more,” Kentaro said. “Nomura’s 
keeping me busy with other cases.” 

“Figured as much.” 

“Where are you with the case?” 

Mei glanced around. The tables packed around them had mostly 
cleared out by now. One businessman lingered over a late lunch, and a 
man who appeared to be homeless was taking a nap on his corner 
table. Nobody who looked like they had tailed her here. 

“Don’t worry. No one cares here.” 

Mei nodded, then got him up to speed on the case. 

“That’s great news! Sounds like you’re closing in.” 

“T think so.” 

“You don’t look happy about it.” 

“‘!m happy. It’s just that everything else in my life has 
gone to shit.” 

“You alright?” 

“No. I told you before about my problem with ...” 

“T remember.” 

“Well, things have gotten complicated.” 

“With your ... benefactor?” 

“Don’t call him that.” 

“His people are helping you with your case. And he’s helping you 


with your father’s health problems. What would you call him?” 

“Well, true. But I’d call him a mixed blessing. Now I’m being tailed 
by what I assume are cops because they think I’m crooked. Which, in 
fact, I am.” Mei laughed nervously. It was an utterly joyless laugh. 
“How did it turn out this way for me? This wasn’t how it was 
supposed to go. Not for me.” 

“Tl tell you how it happened for me. It was—” 

“Wait, are you saying ...?” 

“Don’t tell me you haven’t suspected.” He swallowed hard and 
looked away. “I tried to tell you. Closest I came was right before 
Shigeo burst into the station.” 

Mei was silent, still too stunned to speak. Kentaro continued. 

“Tt was several years ago. Back when construction on the Barrier 
started to ramp up. You remember what it was like back then?” 

Mei just nodded. 

“Those were dark days. All of a sudden, this fog rolled in and 
obscured everything in the city. It was like people just let their worst 
impulses run wild. Or maybe it made them crazy. The Rot, I think 
some people call it. Murder and other violent crimes skyrocketed, and 
they still haven’t gone down to their former levels.” 

He paused while the hostess placed trays with food on them down. 
Neither of them looked at the food. When she was gone, he continued. 

“Anyway, I was working that child abduction case. Kids 
disappearing in the daytime from the gloom, their bodies turning up 
later.” He shook his head. “The things that were done to them ... some 
of them had been ...” 

Kentaro sipped from his glass of water and tried to compose 
himself. 

“I caught the guy, got a confession. The right way, too, none of this 
Dirty Harry bullshit. Caught him with a would-be victim, and his 
apartment was full of evidence. So a conviction should have been no 
problem. But they let him walk on a technicality.” 

“What? How?” 

“The technicality was he was politically connected. Pressure 
started coming in to let the guy go, and that’s what happened in the 
end. He walked. 

“T was furious. I kept picturing my little Chao-xing like the man’s 
victims. Bound in electrical tape, looks of horror frozen on their faces. 
It drove me mad. Ultimately, it drove me to Vasili. He did what the 
courts and the police couldn’t.” 

“And you’ve been working for him ever since?” 

“Yeah. He helps me out sometimes; I help him out. It 
goes both ways.” 

Mei nodded and chewed her lip. A part of her was furious and 


wanted her to rage and scream and slap him across the face. Another 
part of her knew that she had no right. That she was just as 
compromised as him. Maybe more so, because at least Kentaro had 
sold his soul to save others. She had just saved her own ass, and later 
her father’s. 

“That’s how he knew about Arekusuandaa. You told him.” Mei said 
it without accusation; she was just stating a fact. One she had only just 
realized. 

“T did. But I didn’t know it was going to come to that. If I had ...” 

“What would you have done differently?” 

“What?” 

“What would you have done differently if you knew they were 
going to burn him alive?” 

Kentaro said nothing. He just looked down. “I don’t know. Maybe 
it wouldn’t have changed anything. I tried to stop you, for what it’s 
worth.” 

“Not much.” 

“No.” 

Mei was silent for a while, staring off into space. 

“Would you do it again?” she asked after a while. “If you had the 
option, would you turn to him again?” 

Kentaro nodded. “I don’t like everything he does, obviously. But he 
sees the big picture in a way that few people do. And he keeps the 
peace here in a way that few people can. As paradoxical as that 
sounds.” 

“T feel like I should slap you,” she said. “But what right do I have? 
I’m dirty too now. I’m just afraid of what I’m going to have to do. 
When it’s my turn to start the fire, or make sure someone gets 
burned.” 

“Look, I don’t feel good about that, okay? I didn’t know that would 
happen.” 

“Didn’t you?” 

Kentaro looked pained. “Well, not like that. Vasili will do what he 
has to do to keep the machine running. Even if that means sacrifices 
have to be made.” 

“You sound like you support him in this.” 

“T don’t want to see people get killed. But people are going to get 
killed no matter what. So I’d rather see less people get killed.” 

“Cut the utilitarian bullshit.” 

“T’m serious. I’ve said it before, but if we didn’t have organized 
crime, we’d have disorganized crime. The Kaisha and the syndicates 
keep the peace more than you realize. Without them, you’d have a 
power vacuum in the underworld, and those get filled with blood.” 

“So, what do we do, then? Turn a blind eye? Let the occasional 


person get killed and call it the cost of doing business?” 

Kentaro shook his head. “I know how that sounds. But I honestly 
think it’s better than the alternative.” 

“Tt’s still hard for me to accept. I don’t even know if we’re the good 
guys anymore, or not.” 

“Tt’s not about good guys and bad guys. You can’t fight monsters 
without getting a little dirty.” 

“How many people have gotten burned by that sort of thinking?” 

Kentaro refused to back down. “Probably a lot. Can you tell me the 
alternative is any better?” 

“T can’t.” She leaned back. “It doesn’t haunt you?” 

“Of course it does. Every day. But you have to ask yourself which 
is worse? Dealing with the devil you know, or letting the devil you 
don’t take over. No one can answer that but you. It’s good that this 
bothers you. It fucking should bother you, that’s how you know you’re 
still human. But waiting for the perfect opportunity to do the right 
thing the right way is never going to come. Sometimes you have to do 
what you know is right the wrong way, then have the decency to hate 
yourself for it later.” 

“T guess you’re right.” 

“You don’t sound convinced.” 

“Not entirely. I don’t think I ever will be.” 

“Neither do I.” 


Chapter Thirteen 


“You sure this is the place?” Mei’s father asked. “It doesn’t look like a 
clinic.” 

“Well, probably not any of the ones you’re used. But this one 
will treat you.” 

They were standing in a back alley behind a building that looked 
abandoned, where they had disturbed some alley cats that were still 
hissing at them. It looked like the garbage overflowing from the 
dumpsters down the way had been there for years. Graffiti was 
scrawled up and down the alley, which was covered in places by 
tattered band flyers and posters for movies forgotten long ago. 

Mei was about to try knocking on the metal door again when it 
suddenly opened, and she found herself staring into two mismatched 
eyes. They belonged to a short man with spiky hair who struck Mei as 
slightly effeminate. He had spiky blond hair and wore a heavy black 
apron over street clothes that served as his lab coat. The pockets were 
stuffed with various tools, implements, and bottles that rattled as he 
moved. 

“Detective Kimura, I presume. You weren’t followed, were you?” 

She shook her head. 

“You're sure?” 

“T shook them.” 

“Why are you being followed?” her father asked. 

Madoka didn’t give her a chance to respond. “And this must be 
your father, Detective Kimura Senior.” 

“Just Kimura is fine,” her father said. 

“Of course. Right this way.” 

Madoka led them into a laboratory that looked surprisingly clean, 
modern, and well-lit, in contrast with its surroundings. 

“Ts this your laboratory?” Mei asked. 

“For today it is. Who knows what the future will bring? You saw 
my colleague, Kimura-san?” 

“Yes. Told me to give you this.” 

Madoka took the test results and examined them. 

“Let’s see ... okay. Good, it’s papillary thyroid cancer.” 

“How is that good?” Mei asked. 

Madoka ignored her and kept scanning the sheet. When he 


finished, he looked up. “It’s good because it’s relatively easy to treat 
with radioactive iodine treatment. It’s nonsurgical and comes with a 
good prognosis for survival.” 

“Okay, that’s good,” Mei said. “What do you think, Dad?” 

“Yeah, good.” Her father seemed to be half-listening. He was 
wandering around the room, looking at the lab equipment scattered 
on the tables. “So, is this like a general clinic here?” 

Madoka looked at Mei, then turned to her father to answer. “We’re 
only equipped to handle thyroid and lung cancer.” 

“Why just those?” 

“Because they’re the most common. The other equipment you see 
is for private research purposes.” 

“T see,” her father said. 

“Great. So here’s how this is going to work,” Madoka said, loud 
enough for her father to hear as he ambled around. “You need to 
avoid foods with high iodine content for two weeks. I’ll give you a list. 
Then, for the two days prior to the treatment, you will be 
administered Thyrogen shots to boost your levels of thyroid- 
stimulating hormone. Then you will be given the radioactive iodine as 
a capsule to swallow. This is followed by two days in isolation until 
you’re no longer radioactive. Any questions?” 

There was a lengthy pause. Finally Mei said, “Dad, any questions?” 

“No, that all sounds good.” 

Her father had wandered to the other side of the room and was 
examining some of the equipment there. 

“Only problem is, I don’t have the Thyrogen shots now. If you 
come back in a day or two, I’ll have those for you.” 

“I can do that,” Mei said. 

“Any questions, Kimura-san?” Madoka shouted to her dad. 

“All good!” 

“Well, if he doesn’t have any questions, there’s something I'd like 
to ask you.” Mei spoke in a low voice so that it wouldn’t travel to 
where her father was. “Why work for Vasili? You seem like a bright 
... um, guy?” 

Madoka nodded. 

“Okay. What I mean is, you seem like you could easily get work for 
a legit company doing this. Why use your intelligence for ...” 

“Evil?” Madoka asked with a bemused grin, mismatched eyes 
flashing. He had lowered his voice to match hers. 

“For something illegal.” 

“Look around you. You’ve got multinational pharmaceutical 
companies suing sovereign states to prevent them from distributing 
their drugs cheaply. The government is dropping pension and health 
care obligations left and right, literally killing people in the process. 


Those things are legal. But they’re also evil. Hell, you coming here to 
try to save your father with these contraband medications is illegal.” 

“I can’t argue that. But I also can’t help but notice that some of the 
chemicals around here are precursors for illegal street drugs. So I’m 
guessing life-saving medication isn’t the only thing 
you're cooking here.” 

Madoka snickered, then casually ambled over to Mei. He tapped on 
her chest and leaned in close. “Is this thing on?” 

“Tm not wired.” 

“Oh? I thought that was one of your favorite party tricks.” 

Mei flushed a little, more out of anger than embarrassment. 

“Now, now, no need to get hot under the collar. Not the way 
Arekusuandaa did, anyway.” He grinned. “Look, without getting into 
specifics, every job has its ... compromises. This is one of mine. You'll 
always have management telling you what to do. At least this way I 
get to do some good, and I have the autonomy to do my own research 
on the side.” 

“So you'll take the compromise?” 

“Gladly. Until something better comes along. But for your father’s 
sake, aren’t you glad I’m doing what I’m doing?” 


“What do you think, Dad? I think it looks pretty good.” 

They were sitting in a café following their meeting with Madoka. 

Her father seemed lost in thought. Mei had a pretty good idea as to 
why. He didn’t respond. 

“Because I think we should go ahead. He seems professional, like 
he really knows—” 

“What is this all going to cost?” her dad said abruptly. 

“Well, it’s pretty reasonable, actually. I can afford it on my salary.” 

Her dad shook his head. “No, I don’t mean how much. I mean 
what is this going to cost you?” 

“T ... | don’t understand.” She did. 

“That lab was an interesting mix of drug-making equipment. And 
not just for radioactive iodine tablets, or whatever. One corner had a 
mini-production lab for Dextro, and I’m pretty sure I saw some glint 
precursor in some of those tubes. So I’m guessing his operation isn’t 
entirely legal. That’s why I ask: what is this going to cost you 
personally?” 

“Whatever it costs me, I’m willing to pay it.” 

“T don’t know. When they get their claws in you, they don’t let go. 
And if this ever comes to light ...” 


“Dad, when it was your turn to pay that price for me and Mom, did 
you even hesitate?” 

“Mei, it’s not exactly—” 

“No, you didn’t. You paid that price, again and again. No matter 
how shitty or ungrateful I was about it, you never wavered. I know 
what this could cost me, if it comes down to it. And I’m willing to pay 
that price. Because at the end of the day, I am my father’s daughter.” 

Her father smiled. “Yes. Yes, you certainly are.” 

“We’re going to get through this, Dad.” 

He nodded. “You know, when your mother passed, I felt so alone. 
Like I didn’t have anyone.” 

“What are you talking about? I was always there.” 

“Sort of. But things between us had been ... tense, for a long time. 
It wasn’t the same.” 

“Tm sorry about—” 

He shushed her with a wave of his hand. “It’s alright. I get it. ’m 
just saying, seeing you now, what you’re willing to do for me ...” 

Her father trailed off. It took Mei a moment to see the tear 
forming. 

“It means a lot to me,” he said once his voice was under control. “I 
don’t feel alone anymore. And that ... that makes all the 
difference to me.” 

Mei reached out and squeezed his hand. He squeezed back and 
smiled. 


Chapter Fourteen 


“T want! His head! On a spike! Outside my office! For all to see!” 

As Chobei shouted this, he pounded his fists on Vasili’s desk. Vasili 
held his hands out in a placating gesture. 

“Calm down, calm down.” He walked over to his door and closed it 
so that the bar staff outside wouldn’t hear. “Tell me what happened.” 

Chobei stood up and began pacing. “Tamazaki, would you? I’m too 
agitated now to speak.” 

“Of course,” Tamazaki said. 

Everyone watched Chobei pick up the liquor bottle on Vasili’s desk 
and pour himself a glass unbidden. He took a drink and then 
made a face. 

“T think your shochu has gone bad.” 

“That’s vodka. A gift from a friend in Russia.” 

“Oh. Not the best stuff, is it?” 

Vasili didn’t bother to tell him that the bottle cost around a 
hundred thousand yen. Why bother? 

“What happened?” Vasili asked Tamazaki. 

“We were coming out of a restaurant last night around midnight. 
Just as we emerged, someone started firing on us.” 

“Anyone hit?” 

“Masuzoe was. He knocked Chobei to the ground as soon as he 
heard the shots. But he took one in the shoulder doing it. The rest of 
us returned fire. But it was over quick. They peeled out before it could 
turn into a full-on shootout.” 

“Strange.” 

“Yeah. Maybe they figured they got him.” 

“And were you able to ID them?” Vasili asked. 

Tamazaki shook his head. “They wore masks. We found the car 
later that night. Traced it back to a school principal in Ota Ward who 
reported it stolen. No connection to organized crime or the Path.” 

“Sounds like they were careful about covering their tracks. 
Especially considering how quickly they took off.” Vasili thought 
about this. “Why would Soseki be so secretive if he was going to have 
you killed? Why not just do it in the open? Better chance for success.” 

“T don’t know. I assume because that snake is too afraid to 
challenge me in the open.” 


“No, that can’t be it,” Vasili mused out loud. 

Chobei glared at him. 

“Because it would be dangerous for him, I mean,” Vasili lied 
unconvincingly. 

Vasili stared out the window again. 

Something didn’t add up. 

“And a single tap like that ...,” Vasili said, still mulling it over. He 
shook his head. “This was shoddy work.” 

“What do you mean?” Chobei asked. 

“Again, if he really wanted you dead, he would have double- 
checked. Made sure they got you.” 

Chobei didn’t look too pleased at that. 

“Thankfully he didn’t, though,” Vasili added. “But Soseki doesn’t 
seem like the type to take half-measures.” 

“T was thinking the same thing,” Tamazaki said. “I doubt 
it was him.” 

“Who, then?” Vasili said. 

Tamazaki shook his head. “One of Soseki’s kobuns trying to make 
his bones? Someone else from the neighborhood trying to muscle in 
on territory? I dunno. But I’d believe a theory like that before I’d 
believe it was Soseki.” 

“Well, you two seem pretty sure it wasn’t him,” Chobei said. He 
looked furious. “And I suppose your council is to do nothing, 
is that it?” 

Vasili nodded. “Yes. Is exactly right. For now, at any rate. If it’s 
them, we need a plan of attack. And if it’s not them, we need to find 
who did it.” 

He shook his head again. Something didn’t seem right. 


“Okay, okay. But what about Nakasone? When the volcano on 
Aogashima Island started erupting, the government said it couldn’t 
organize a rescue until the next day. So Nakasone took his luxury 
yacht down and helped evacuate.” 

Kameko never took her eyes off the road as she deftly navigated 
the large SUV through the late-afternoon traffic. Mei had met up with 
her to track down the lead on surgeons in Tokyo with the ability to 
perform the type of liver transplants they were looking at. Kameko’s 
expertise in the field would come in handy, so Mei agreed that she 
could come. Unfortunately, it also meant wasting time dicking around 
trying to slip the guys tailing her. They must know she was onto them 
by now. Either that, or they probably figured she just liked looping 


around Shibuya on long, aimless walks. 

They had spent the better part of the morning making the rounds 
to different hospitals. Kameko’s research had turned up nine doctors 
in the Tokyo Metropolitan Region capable of performing an orthotopic 
liver transplant. So they had been going to their offices to check up on 
them. Specifically, they were looking at their schedules, for any 
overlap with the serial killer’s patterns. They had found nothing so far. 
Mei was beginning to wonder if this wasn’t another dead end in a case 
full of them. 

“Yeah, sounds familiar,” Mei said. 

“Him and his crew rescued about seventy people who were 
stranded on the island. Not only did he save them, but I heard he even 
served drinks and snacks while they watched the eruption from a safe 
distance. Even you have to admit that that’s pretty heroic.” 

Mei just shook her head. 

“No, see, he charged everyone he rescued some ridiculous sum of 
money for his ‘expenses.’ He even charged them for the drinks. Made a 
couple of trips back too, to collect from everyone. A few of the people 
ended up killing themselves because they couldn’t pay up.” 

“Huh, I hadn’t heard that part of it,” Kameko said. “Alright. How 
about—let’s see—Killer Kaibara?” 

“Not sure if I know that one. But he doesn’t sound promising.” 

“Well, he killed a bunch of people, sure. But they all deserved it. 
Like, he killed guys from another gang who were stealing from people 
in his territory. Or like rapists, psycho killers, people like that. 
Cleaning up the streets and all. Real honorable like.” 

“Oh, wait, that sounds familiar. Was this out by Hachioji? Guy got 
shot about a year or two ago?” 

“Yeah, that’s him.” 

“Okay, Junichi Kaibara, I remember now. A colleague of mine was 
investigating him. He tells the story a little differently.” 

“How so?” 

“He wasn’t honorable about who he killed. Guy used to provoke 
people right off the street for anything. Looking at him funny, scuffing 
his car, petty shit like that. He’d get them riled up and have his men 
gun them down for him.” 

“Really? I thought he only went after the worst of the worst.” 

“Maybe he did that too. But he wasn’t picky about who he killed.” 

“It’s almost like we’re hearing totally different versions of the same 
story.” 

“Yeah, funny how that works.” 

“By the way, any progress getting an ID on the guy that got shot in 
the office building?” 

“The one you had nothing to do with?” 


“Right. That one.” 

“We got an ID. Taku Kinashita. Heard of him?” 

“Doesn’t ring a bell. Any known affiliation? Accomplices? Favorite 
sex positions? Stuff like that?” 

“Not much of an official record. Which makes me think he’s 
yakuza in some capacity. No luck turning up his affiliation, though.” 

“Okay, Pll ask around. See if any of my people have heard of him. 
Anyway, we're here.” 

Kameko guided the SUV into a hospital parking lot and glided to a 
stop. Mei checked her notepad. 

“Let’s see, Tokyo Metropolitan Hiroo Hospital. So this is Dr. 
Takasu.” 

They walked up to the internal medicine department and found the 
office for the doctor in question. When they entered his waiting room, 
they found a single receptionist and a bunch of empty chairs. 

“May I help you?” he said. 

“Yeah, we were wondering if we could take a look at the doctor’s 
schedule.” 

“T’m sorry, but that sort of information is ... what are you doing?” 

Kameko was already around the desk and poking through the 
contents on top of it. 

“Hey, you can’t be back here!” the receptionist said. He was clearly 
flustered and looked to Mei for support. She just shrugged. 

“Ts this the doctor’s scheduling book here?” Kameko said. 

Without waiting for a response, she plopped a black leather book 
on the counter between herself and Mei. She nodded. “Yup. Bingo.” 

“Um, excuse me,” the receptionist said. “But you can’t 
be back here!” 

“No, see, I can,” Kameko said. “I shouldn’t be, but I can.” 

“Why’s that?” the receptionist huffed indignantly. 

“Because you can’t stop me,” Kameko said, flipping through the 
day planner. 

The receptionist looked from Kameko to Mei. Mei nodded. “She’s 
right, you know.” 

“Hey, Tango, come check this out.” 

“Stop calling me that.” 

“Sure thing, Selma. Take a look.” 

Kameko held up the schedule book for Mei to see. 

“The dates ...,” Mei said. 

“They all match,” Kameko finished for her. “He took time off 
around each of the ... incidents.” 

“This might be our guy.” 

“Do you mind telling me just what this is about?” the receptionist 
said. He was trying to grab the book back from Kameko. 


“Murther!” Kameko said in English, with a Shakespearian flourish. 
“Murther most foul!” 


Vasili and Jun walked out into the enormous concrete plaza in front of 
the Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building. Soseki and a handful of 
men were already milling about. Soseki was smoking a cigarette, the 
exposed muscle in his jaw clenching and unclenching with each drag 
and exhalation. 

“Vasili. To what do I owe the pleasure?” 

“Did you do it?” 

“Do what?” 

Vasili tilted his head and regarded him for a long pause. He 
chewed his lip, then shook his head. 

“No, you didn’t, did you?” 

“T don’t know what you're talking about.” 

“Someone took a shot at Chobei.” 

“Oh, what a shame,” Soseki said flatly. “I hope the dear 
boy wasn’t hurt.” 

His men chuckled at the sarcasm. 

Vasili grunted. “Yeah, unfortunately he wasn’t. I just wanted to 
know if it was you. If we were going to have problem.” 

“Tm thinking we will, regardless. We didn’t do it, but he’s going to 
think we did.” 

“Yeah. You should be on your guard. He’s too stupid to be 
dangerous. But even stupid gets lucky sometimes.” 

Soseki regarded him as he took another drag. “We’ll be on guard. 
We always are. But I’m surprised to get a warning from you.” 

“T just want peace between us.” 

“Keep him away from us and there won’t be a problem.” 

“Understood. If I can’t, and he does do something stupid ...” 

“We'll handle it.” 

“Just know is not official policy or anything. If he attacks 
you, I mean.” 

“Got it.” 

“But if Chobei makes a move ... eh, do what you have to do.” 

Soseki smirked. “Why do I feel like I’'d be doing you a favor if I 
took him out?” 


Chapter Fifteen 


“Who is it?” came the tinny voice through the speaker. 

“It’s Mei.” 

The buzzer sounded. Mei pushed through into the abandoned 
building that Madoka used as his laboratory. When she got close to 
the door opening into the actual laboratory, she heard screaming from 
within. She drew her firearm and steeled herself with a deep breath. 
She peered inside as far as she could through the porthole window in 
the door, but most of the room was obscured. Her heart was pounding 
like a jackhammer now, as the situation had escalated from zero to 
potentially life-threatening in moments. 

The screaming was relentless—a male voice, shouting 
indistinguishable gibberish for the most part, sometimes forming 
words like “No!” or “Stop!” Was Madoka torturing someone in there? 
And if he was, why had he just buzzed her in? With these thoughts 
still in mind, Mei kicked in the door and entered the room with her 
gun drawn. 

“Police!” she shouted in as deep a voice as she could. “Everyone 
freeze and ... oh, goddamnit!” 

There were only two people in the room, and they were watching a 
video on a computer. Madoka and the other person, a young man who 
looked to be naked except for the blanket draped over him, looked up 
at her placidly, then back to the monitor. 

“Fuck!” Mei said, hunched over the nearest tables. She holstered 
her weapon. “I thought someone was being murdered in here.” 

“Nope.” 

“What the fuck are you watching? A snuff film?” 

Madoka smiled. “Oh, just some human _ experimentation. 
No big deal.” 

Mei walked over behind them to peer at the monitor. On it she saw 
footage of the man who was now calmly sitting next to Madoka. He 
was tied to a bed, writhing in agony, and screaming for it to stop. 

“That you?” 

“Nishio,” the man said as he nodded. 

“Kimura.” 

“Detective Kimura here is a cop.” 

“Oh yeah, what rank?” Nishio asked. 


“T’m a dete ... oh, clever,” Mei said. 

Nishio seemed to be in his early twenties. He looked limp, like he 
had just been through the ringer. But it wasn’t enough to extinguish 
the sharp look in his eyes. His voice was hoarse and he had lines of 
salt from dried sweat on his brow. This led Mei to believe that the 
performance on the video was a recent one. 

“What’s going on in the video?” 

“Some asshole, and by that I mean this asshole right here,” Nishio 
said, nodding to Madoka, “wanted to run some tests on trancespore. 
This is the end result.” 

“What did you do?” Mei asked. “Give him a quadruple dose or 
something?” As she spoke, she kept her eyes on the screen, where 
Nishio was thrashing around. 

“Hardly. Just a tiny amount,” Madoka said. “But here’s the kicker 
—there are two different types of trancespore. Watch.” 

With that, he closed the video they were watching and opened 
another one. This one also showed Nishio strapped to a bed, but much 
calmer now. From somewhere off-camera, Madoka was peppering him 
with questions. 

“And how do you feel now?” came the voice from off-camera. 

“Anxious, I guess. Like ... I feel uneasy.” 

“Are you still hallucinating?” 

“No. I don’t think so.” 

“You don’t think so?” 

“I don’t know. I’m seeing some things. Like my vision is 
swimming on me.” 

“But the visuals have stopped?” 

“Yeah.” 

Madoka stopped the video and looked at Mei. “That was last week. 
That time I dosed him with some trancespore collected from an 
abandoned rail line in Tokyo. Some hallucinations, some anxiety and 
unease. But nothing like the earth-shattering fear and dread you saw 
with this other version.” 

Madoka walked over to a lab table and picked up a plastic baggie, 
which he handed to Mei. She saw a fine, black powdery substance, 
interspersed with purplish-black stalks that looked like crooked 
fingers. 

“And this is a version I got from a disciple in the Invited. She told 
me this is what they take. As you can see, it’s a lot more potent than 
the shit that grows on the surface.” 

“T felt like I was going to die,” Nishio said, looking at Mei. “It felt 
like this pit was opening up all around me and was going to swallow 
me. And there was nothing I could do. It was just this ... hopeless, 
endless, overwhelming sense of dread.” 


“Well, I may have dosed you with too much,” Madoka said. “I 
didn’t realize it was this powerful. Lesson learned.” 

“Yeah, thanks,” Nishio said. He turned to Mei. “I mean, sure, I 
spent eight hours thrashing about, wishing for death to put me out of 
my misery. But at least he learned a valuable lesson.” 

“Do you think they’re—I don’t know—cultivating this? Or 
enhancing it somehow?” 

Madoka scratched his chin. “There’s definitely something going on 
here. But I need to look into this more to figure it out. Now that I 
know it’s safe, I think I'll test it on myself next.” 

“Safe? You fucking call that safe?” Nishio said. “I would have torn 
my own throat out if you had let me. How the fuck do you 
figure it’s safe?” 

“Safe as in nontoxic,” Madoka said. “As in you’re not dead.” 

“Was that a possibility?” Nishio asked. 

“T don’t know. I don’t know anything about this stuff,” Madoka 
said nonchalantly. “But I’m curious to see the effects for myself. In the 
name of science, of course.” 

“Jesus Christ, you’re not going to give my dad any of that shit, are 
you?” Mei asked. 

“Not unless you want me to. Though I don’t recommend it.” 

“Pass. But why the sudden interest in trancespore?” Mei asked. 
“You think of bottling and selling it?” 

Madoka shook his head. “Nope. Just interested to see what it can 
do. The stuff has a cult following devoted to its use. I want to know 
why.” He stared off into space. “But you didn’t come here to talk 
hallucinogens. You came here for your father’s Thyrogen regimen. 
Just a moment.” 

He walked into a back hallway, leaving her alone with Nishio. 

“So ... are you like his assistant or something?” 

Nishio considered his response. “Something like that. Though I’d 
say somewhere between an assistant, an errand boy, and a lab rat.” 

“Well ... it’s nice to be needed, I guess.” 

“Yeah, thanks.” 

Madoka returned with two syringes of the medication and handed 
them to Mei. 

“Think you and your dad can handle this yourself? Be honest if 
you can’t. No use wasting medicine and opening your dad up to an 
infection if you can't give an injection properly.” 

“T think he can handle it. Mom was diabetic and he used to help 
give her her insulin injections.” 

Madoka nodded. “Alright. ’ll see him in a few days, then.” 

Mei pocketed the medicine. “Thanks again. For everything.” 

Madoka waved her off. “Just doing my job.” 


Mei was walking through the backstreets towards her police vehicle 
when she heard gunfire. At first she thought it was probably just more 
of Madoka’s bullshit experiments. But when it occurred to her that she 
was several blocks away and it was coming from the other direction, 
she began running towards the sound. 

She rounded the corner to see several military vehicles arrayed 
around the entrance to an abandoned building. Several Dark Army 
recruits were standing guard by the vehicular blockade, which she 
tried to blow past on her way to the entrance. But a guard in tactical 
gear standing in the opening between two vehicles blocked her with 
his body as she tried to get past. 

“Police! Let me through!” she said, pulling the badge on a chain 
around her neck out and presenting it to him. 

“Can’t do that, ma’am!” 

“Get the fuck out of the way!” she yelled, trying to get around him. 
The vehicles hemmed her in. 

“Sorry, ma’am, Major Ozaki’s orders! No one in or out!” 

“The Dark Army doesn’t have the authority to order metropolitan 
police around!” 

The man said nothing but still wouldn’t budge. By now, the sounds 
of gunfire inside had ceased. 

“Where is Ozaki?” Mei demanded. 

“Right here,” Ozaki said as he strolled over. He was wearing the 
same tactical gear as the other men standing around. Mei noticed that 
it was emblazoned with the Dark Army kanji and insignia stitched in 
crimson thread. 

“What’s going on here?” 

“We had a tipoff that there was a sleeper cell based out of this 
building. So we engaged.” 

“Excuse me? You engaged? The Dark Army doesn’t have that 
authority!” 

“We didn’t. Until the so-called Private Civil Order Defense Forces 
Act that was enacted by the cabinet three days ago. It explicitly 
authorizes the use of force by ‘authorized paramilitary forces and 
other civil defense forces.’ Of which the Dark Army is now one.” 

Mei shook her head, unable to believe it. The government had 
given its approval for this? 

“So you’re authorized to use deadly force?” 

“If need be. Unfortunately, the situation inside escalated quickly. 
Our men had no choice but to return fire and ...” 

He trailed off and motioned towards the entrance. Mei looked over 


to see several men wearing the same uniform as Ozaki exiting the 
building. Six of them emerged in pairs, each pair dragging a 
body between them. 

“Who were these men?” 

“Like I said, a sleeper cell. Chinese nationals who we believe to be 
members of the triad gang. They were suspected of involvement in the 
recent explosions affecting shipments of cargo to Japanese ports.” 

“Suspected? Do you have any proof?” 

Ozaki paused. “Nothing tangible. Yet. But we will search their 
headquarters and see what we find.” 

“Too bad you killed them all. I’ve found talking to suspects to be a 
particularly good way of gathering information.” 

“Yes. Well, things don’t always turn out the way you plan.” 

“And sometimes they turn out exactly the way you plan.” 

“Are you implying something?” 

Mei shook her head. She looked over at the bleeding bodies on the 
ground again, then turned away in disgust. 

“If you think something improper happened here, by all means, 
please report it to your superiors.” 

“Let me take down their information. I don’t like this. And I intend 
to follow up on this.” 

“Very well.” 

Mei reached into a pocket of her overcoat to remove her notebook. 
When she reached into the deep pocket, she felt a large cylindrical 
plastic object she didn’t recognize. In a moment of forgetfulness, she 
pulled it out along with her notebook to see that it was the syringe of 
Thyrogen Madoka had given her. She moved to put it back, when 
Ozaki grabbed her by the wrist to stop her. He yanked the syringe out 
of her grasp and looked at it. 

“Thyrogen,” he said, reading the label. He glanced back up at her. 
“Now, Detective Kimura, perhaps you can tell me what you’re doing 
with a controlled substance like this?” 

“T ... I picked it up off a suspect. I was taking it back to the station 
for processing.” 

“Of course. And who was this suspect?” 

“Tt was ... I don’t see how this is any of your concern.” 

“Given how corrupt your department is, I feel that I should make it 
my concern. Let’s go.” 


Chapter Sixteen 


“Dinner is served!” Satoshi said, placing two steaming bowls on the 
table with a flourish. 

Hisoka took a look at the food in front of her, then cast him a 
dubious sidelong glance. “Really?” 

“What?” 

“Oyakodon?” 

“Yeah, why not? You like my oyakodon. I made sure the chicken is 
cooked all the way through, and the egg isn’t runny or anything. 
Totally safe to eat while you’re expecting.” 

“T dunno, it just seems kind of ... sick.” 

It took Satoshi a moment to catch her meaning. “Oh, it’s fine. I’ve 
never known you to be the superstitious type.” 

“T’m not, it’s just ...” She shook her head. “You’re right. Thanks for 
cooking.” 

Satoshi sat across from her, relieved. 

“Well, while we’re sort of on the subject, have you given any 
thought to names?” Hisoka asked, taking out a list. 

“Not yet, but I can see you have.” 

“So my top names if it’s a boy are Norio, Masao, or Michio. And if 
it’s a girl I was thinking Yumiko, or maybe—” 

“Let’s hold off until we know if it’s a boy or a girl. At least then we 
only have to fight over one set of names.” 

“Okay. But you know we’ve got the ultrasound appointment 
tomorrow. So you might want to start ... oh no, what?” Her good 
humor faded as she noticed the look on his face. 

“T can’t tomorrow. I have to finish this job.” 

She didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to for Satoshi to know 
what she was thinking. He winced. 

“T’ve just got to do this last job, then I’m out. We’ll go somewhere 
else, get away from this city before it drowns for good. Cut what 
ties we have.” 

“What about your mother?” Hisoka asked. 

“She can come too. Change of pace would be good for her. She can 
sit and smoke in front of a window with a different view.” 

Hisoka looked like she wanted to smile, but she held back. 

“How do I know this time you mean it?” 


“Because I’ve seen what life on the Path does to families. If it 
doesn’t tear them apart outright, it slowly pulls them apart at the 
seams. I don’t want that for us.” 

“IT mean, this is your life, your friends, your ... your calling. You 
sure you can leave it all behind?” 

“A few weeks ago I wasn’t sure. Now I am. I don’t want this life 
anymore. I just want us to be a family, and get away from all this. 
What do you think?” 

“T ... of course I’m willing to get out.” 

“You'd be able to leave your friends? Your job?” 

“There are sick people everywhere, and hospitals always need 
nurses. I can find a job.” 

“What about your connections here?” 

“Sure, I’ll miss my friends, my coworkers. But anymore they’re 
pretty much the same. I don’t have much holding me back here. No 
family to speak of except for you.” 

“Then let’s do it,” Satoshi said. 

Hisoka smiled at him and nodded. 

“Tell you what,” he continued. “Bring back the ultrasound results, 
and I’ll bring a list of names. We can figure it out then.” 

“Deal!” 

Satoshi smiled. 

“This will all be over soon. Then we can start over somewhere far 
away from here.” 


Superintendent Endo looked up when he saw Ozaki marching into his 
office with Mei in tow. 

“You. How did your little extralegal raid go?” 

“It went fine. And you know full well that we 
had permission from—” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Endo said, waving his hand. “What can I do 
for you? To get you out of my office, I mean.” 

“T want to report one of your officers for potential corruption. 
Detective Kimura here.” 

“What did she do? Assassinate a politician? Engage in sokaiya-style 
extortion? Launder money—” 

“Those are nothing but rumors started by our enemies, and 
you know that.” 

“Do I? What does Detective Kimura here stand accused of doing?” 

“T found this on her,” Ozaki said, slamming the syringe of 
Thyrogen down on Endo’s desk. 


Endo reached out and picked it up, turning it over in his hands so 
he could read the label. When he had finished, his eyes shot up in a 
stony glare that caught Ozaki. 

“Do you mean to tell me, Ozaki, that—” 

“Major. It’s Major Ozaki.” 

“Do you mean to tell me, Ozaki, that you walked into a police 
station carrying a controlled substance?” 

“Yes, but I took it off of—” 

“Did you? And exactly what proof do I have of that?” 

“T ... if you tested it for fingerprints I’m sure you’d see—” 

“Your fingerprints, and mine, I’m sure. If Detective Kimura had 
ever touched it, I’m sure her prints are gone by now, considering how 
much it’s been handled. So I will ask you once more: did you walk 
into a police station carrying a controlled substance?” 

“Yes. I suppose I did.” 

“And do you have a single reason why I shouldn’t prosecute you 
fully for being in possession of this controlled substance?” 

“Because doing that would be a grave mistake, and you know it,” 
Ozaki said stiffly. 

Endo shook his head incredulously. “There it is, isn’t it? Such a 
bold admission of abuse of power. Are you people all completely 
shameless, or just you?” 

“What I find shameless,” Ozaki said, leaning over the desk, “is the 
collusion I see here. Hospitals don’t give that stuff out, it’s carefully 
controlled. So if she has it, it’s because it’s either been stolen or 
imported illegally. Just having this hints at possible ties to organized 
crime.” 

“Tl have to take your word that it was ever on her person, seeing 
as how I have no proof of it myself. Empirical or otherwise.” 

“My word should be all the proof you need.” 

“You’re obviously not a cop. We have a higher burden of proof 
here. One that you have failed miserably.” 

“T think—” 

“T don’t care what you think. I’m not going to have you arrested. I 
can’t, as you’ve pointed out. But I don’t have to listen to you slander a 
good officer either. So how about you just get the fuck out of my 
office and we'll call it even?” 

Ozaki glared at Endo, then turned to Mei. 

“Well, it must be nice to know you’re in good company, 
considering this whole department is corrupt. I'll leave you to it, 
then.” He walked towards the door, turning around when he reached 
it. “But just know it won’t last. When we come to power—which we 
inevitably will—dirt like you two will be swept away by the rising 
tide. So enjoy it while it lasts.” 


Endo watched Ozaki as he left. His jaw seemed to be grinding 
involuntarily. Only when he was gone did Endo’s expression soften 
somewhat, while still retaining its edge. He glanced at Mei, then 
picked up the plastic syringe holder. 

“For you?” 

“For my father.” 

“T’m sorry to hear that.” 

He handed it back to her. 

“Get it out of the station. And don’t ever bring something 
incriminating like that back here again.” 

“Yes sir.” 

“How did he even find that on you? Did you go to feed him 
information with that in your pocket?” 

“No, sir. I’ve been ... limiting the information I give him lately. I 
just happened to come across the end of their ‘raid,’ or 
whatever it was.” 

Endo sighed heavily. He looked exhausted. “How bad was it?” 

“They killed them. I don’t know who they were after, but 
they killed them.” 

Endo didn’t look surprised, just defeated. 

“Of course they did. Ueda authorized it when I refused. He’s 
basically just their puppet. Ozaki’s hand up his ass moving his mouth, 
but it’s Ozaki’s voice that comes out.” 

“Why would Ueda allow this? This is completely unethical.” 

“But unfortunately legal-ish now. Ueda’s a climber. He sees the 
influence the Dark Army has within the Genyoto Party, and he’s 
aligned himself with them. He’s powerful enough to help make it a 
self-fulfilling prophecy, too.” 

“But they fucking killed those men! Whoever they were.” 

“Terrorists, supposedly. The evidence didn’t back it up, of course. 
But I’m sure whatever evidence they ‘find’ there will corroborate their 
theory. Then they go on TV and look tough when they say they’re 
keeping the city safe while the police diddle themselves with their 
‘due process’ and ‘burden of proof.’ And we all slide down a rung on 
the greased ladder to fascism.” 

“You think that’s what they’re angling for?” 

“Japan’s been down this path before. Hell, every country with 
strife and discord has been down this path. There will always been 
strongmen promising peace if the people just let them rule them with 
an iron fist. ’'m just afraid that the Japanese people might 
take that deal.” 


Chapter Seventeen 


Vasili took another long slug from his bottle of vodka. He eyed it and 
saw that it was more than half gone. He slammed it down on the table 
in front of him and looked around. Most of his lieutenants were about 
halfway through their shochu bottles. 

“Alright. Who’s first?” 

“Tll go!” Kozu shouted, red-faced. “Fuck you for making us do this 
again!” 

Vasili nodded. “Noted. Anything else?” 

Kozu swayed a little unsteadily in his seat. His bottle was almost 
finished. Quick drinking for him. 

“Yeah. Whazabout the new boss? Whozit gon be?” 

“Of all of Kaisha?” 

“Yeah.” 

Vasili shook his head. “I don’t know.” 

“You?” 

“No.” 

“How do you know?” Chieko asked. “You’ve got to be in 
consideration. You and shacho are tight.” 

Vasili nodded. “It’s not me. She offered. I declined.” 

“What the actual fuck?” Kozu shouted. 

Vasili stayed calm. These outbursts were sometimes part of the 
process, and he didn’t hold it against them. It was all about fostering a 
culture of trust and open lines of communication. Even if that 
occasionally involved screaming. 

“That how you all feel?” 

Nobody said anything, but their faces revealed what they thought. 
Chieko, Kozu, and Hikaru were pissed (not that that last one was a 
surprise by this point). Tengu was unconcerned by it. It barely 
registered with Madoka. But then he had been out of it all night. Vasili 
made a mental note to check back on that later. 

“So, you're pissed. Why exactly?” 

“You know why!” Kozu said. 

“T want to hear you say it.” 

Kozu sputtered. “Because if you move up, we move up! That’s how 
this works! You just turned down a promotion for all of us.” 

“You could have at least asked us,” Chieko said. She was more 


disappointed than angry, it seemed. 

Vasili shook his head and faced Kozu. “So you want to move up. 
Good. That’s good. What are you going to do to earn it?” 

Kozu said nothing. 

“Because if you plan to just ride my coattails ...” He shook his 
head. “No. We all row together. Anyone who doesn’t row will have to 
swim to shore.” 

“At least tell us why,” Chieko said. “If Eriko was going to make 
you king, why not take the crown?” 

“Couple reasons. Mostly because this is where I can be most 
effective. My territory runs like well-oiled machine. Look at how you 
live. Do other lieutenants at your level live in same way? Very few do. 
Hell, you live better than some bosses. Is because of what we’ve built 
here. Do you know what you’d be trading this for?” 

He looked around. Nobody said anything. 

“You know what we’d be doing if I were shacho? Shoveling shit. 
Wiping asses. Cleaning up others’ messes. That is life of shacho. I don’t 
want that. And I don’t know why you would. You think is prestige in 
that? Go ahead. Join new shacho. I give you good letter of 
recommendation. List me as reference.” 

Tengu snorted at that. He was almost falling-down drunk. “Fuck it. 
I’m with you all the way, big man. Whichever way you turn, I 
got your back.” 

Vasili nodded. “I know, Tengu.” 

He turned to Chieko. “And you?” 

“['m with you, Rock. Always with you. I just don’t understand you 
sometimes. Don’t you think you’d be good running the syndicate?” 

“Maybe when I was younger. But I’m too old to extend machine 
throughout the city. This is where I can do most good. Where I have 
infrastructure in place.” 

“What do you mean ‘do the most good’?” Kozu asked. “You gonna 
open up an orphanage? Alms to the poor, that sort of shit?” 

“T run a halfway home for kids,” Vasili said. “And a soup kitchen 
that uses scraps from my restaurants.” 

Kozu looked at him quizzically. Then he turned to Kameko, who 
stood in the corner of the room. She nodded. 

“Di’n know you were such a softy, there, big guy,” Kozu said. 
“Such a humanina ... humatinarian ... hummanarian ...” 

“Humanitarian, dipshit,” Madoka said. 

“Sorry, I’m a li’l drunk,” Kozu slurred. 

“Tt’s not just about money,” Vasili said to him. “It’s about power. 
For me, the power is more important. Because with power, I can help 
some people, maybe do—” 

“Oh, bullshit!” Hikaru had been fuming up to this point. Now he 


exploded. “You want to protect the weak and innocent, do you? What 
about Takemi? Huh? You fed my cousin to the wolves without a 
second thought!” 

“True,” Vasili said. “But ask yourself: how many would have died 
if I had let him go? It would have been war.” 

“You could have tried! You could have made an effort to—” 

“No, I couldn’t have. You lost someone close to you. Is hard, I 
know. But being boss means making hard choices. Sacrifices have to 
be made for greater good.” 

“But why did it have to be Takemi?” 

“You know why. Look, sometimes is life-and-death decision, and 
best choice is one where less people die. Sometimes people have to die 
to keep this machine running. Is not pleasant, but is necessary. I can’t 
save everyone. I learned that long time ago. But I can make it so less 
people die. That is the good I can do.” 

“Hardly sounds like good, when you put it that way,” Chieko said. 

“Maybe ‘good’ is strong word. Maybe ‘better than nothing’ is right 
phrase.” 

“Except that’s not right either,” Madoka said. “I wouldn’t be here 
doing what I’m doing otherwise.” 

“What are you doing here, exactly?” Tengu said. “I get the 
Toymaker and all. And the drugs and shit. But what’s with all the 
R&D? What are you cooking up there?” 

Madoka looked at Vasili. He nodded. 

“Tm trying to reverse-engineer a number of medications. Cancer 
medications, specifically.” 

“So we don’t have to import?” Tengu asked. 

“Exactly.” 

“But we still have to import the chemicals to make them, 
right?” Chieko said. 

“Yes, but those are easier to get hold of. And if we can make them 
right here, we can distribute them throughout the city. At a lower cost 
than the official versions.” 

“Cancer rates in the capital are holding steady at about one-quarter 
of population,” Vasili said. “The market scale for this is enormous.” 

“But you’re not doing it just for the money, are you?” Kozu asked. 

Vasili shook his head. 

“Fucking Robin Hood over here,” Hikaru said. “What about the 
drugs? I don’t mean medications and shit, I’m talking about the stuff 
we pump through the clubs and push out on the street? We probably 
kill as many with that shit as you’d save.” 

Vasili shrugged. “Ecstasy, MDMA aren’t addictive, not dangerous. 
Cocaine, meh, kinda dangerous. Meth, heroin, speed. Yes, addictive. 
Yes, dangerous. People kill themselves with those. But you will always 


have that. You can’t stop someone that wants out. They will always 
find a way. Is better their money is in our pocket than someone else’s. 
That is only real choice there.” 

He looked around at his lieutenants as he let that sink in. 

“Just remember, money isn’t only master. So I will ask you all. 
Don’t answer me now, but I want you to think about this. Think hard. 
Question is: who do you serve? And I mean, who do you really serve?” 


“So, you really believe all of what you said at your drinking match 
there?” 

Vasili looked up to see Kameko’s upside-down silhouette standing 
in the doorway to the bathroom, one arm resting against the door 
frame. The room was spinning all around him as he lay with his head 
hanging off the bed. Whose fucking idea was it to keep having these 
drinking sessions? He’d have to find that person and have them shot. 
Just as soon as the room slowed down. 

“What'd I say again?” 

“About your plans to save the city. Or at least your slice of it.” 

“Oh, that. What can I say? The city is dying. What are people 
going to say about us? That we just looted its body as it drowned?” 

“You can’t save this city.” 

“No. But I am in position to save some of the people. Is best I can 
do. So I will try.” 

“Noble.” 

“Again with sarcasm.” 

She walked over to the bed and lay down on top of him. 

“T’m not being sarcastic.” 

“You’re onboard?” 

“Always.” 

“That’s what I like about you,” he said as he wagged a hefty finger 
roughly in her direction. 

“Just that?” 

“Well, that and I don’t have to worry about you. Among other 
things.” 

“T’m low maintenance. Not no maintenance.” 

“No, I mean ... we can actually have a relationship. Because you 
can handle yourself.” 

“How drunk are you?” 

“Very.” 

“What do you mean I can handle myself?” 

“TJ don’t have to worry about you, the way I did with Sachiko ... 


and others.” 

“How many others again?” 

“Not many, stop worrying about it. I’m trying to say that you are 
... tough. In a way that not many people are.” 

“So you don’t worry about me out there?” 

“No ... of course I do. And Jun, and everyone else. But you . 
you’re hard, in a good way.” 

The room was still spinning. He hoped what he was saying wasn’t 
getting him into trouble (or making things worse), but at the moment 
he was too drunk to tell. She looked nonplussed, but then smirked 
again as she grabbed his penis. 

“Just wish I could say the same.” 

“Maybe let’s talk for little bit. ’ll get there.” 

She pouted but rolled off next to him. “Oh! Got some good news 
about the killer.” 

Kameko then got him caught up on her findings with Mei. 

“That motherfucker,” was Vasili’s reaction when he _ had 
heard the news. 

“Who?” 

“Matsuo. He’s in on it too. And he’s got the balls to squeeze me out 
in Chiba.” 

“Yeah. Curious to see how you want to play that.” 

Vasili thought about it for a while as he stared up at the ceiling. 

“He has to die,” Vasili finally said. 

“Killing him would solve a lot of problems.” 

“We need to be careful how we do it. I’m obvious suspect in this.” 

Even as he said this, he regretted threatening him at their last 
meeting. Oh well, he’d just have to work around it. 

“lve got some ideas,” Kameko said slyly. “Oh, baby, seeing you 
order the death of another boss is such a turn-on!” 

“Are you joking or serious now?” 

“Why? Is that weird?” she asked, suddenly serious. 

“A little.” 

She smiled and shrugged. Then she rolled on top of him until she 
was straddling him. She began nibbling around his lips, pulling at 
them with her teeth. Then she began kissing him full on the mouth as 
she ground her pelvis down into his. She took both sides of his head 
into her hands. 

“Say it,” she whispered in his ear, grinning wickedly. 

“What?” 

“You know what I want to hear.” 

“Come on, not tonight.” 

“Oh, come on, baby, you know it turns me on so much,” she 
moaned in his ear. “Ooh, come on.” 


Vasili sighed. 

“Just once?” 

“I am strong like bear!” he said loudly in his thickest Russian 
accent. 

Kameko began laughing so hard she nearly fell off him. As she 
cackled, she began punching the pillow next to him. She tried to speak 
a few times, but she was laughing too hard to get the words out. 

“T cannot believe you still find that funny.” 

She just laughed harder. It took a few more moments before she 
could compose herself. 

“Tm sorry ... it’s just ... I don’t know why ...” 

“Alright, alright.” 

“Tm sorry, baby. I’ll make it up to you,” she said, pulling herself 
back on top of him. 

And she did. 


Chapter Eighteen 


Tamazaki was almost glad by the time he got hooded and thrown into 
the trunk of a car. At least until his boss, Chobei, was roughly tossed 
in on top of him. Then shit his pants. 

Before that, they had been spending a night at the Black Cat Club 
in Kanagawa City. At Chobei’s insistence, of course. Tamazaki had 
tried to impress on him that going out in public right now wouldn’t be 
wise from a security standpoint. Not when they had been attacked 
already. And especially not now that they had gone on the offensive. 

Kido happened to see Nitta, Soseki’s right-hand man, and another 
of his people a few nights ago in a bar. When he phoned it in, Chobei 
had immediately ordered a hit. Nitta had escaped with a grazing, but 
the other soldier caught a bullet to the forehead. Chobei had crowed 
about it, calling it a major victory. Tamazaki didn’t see it that way. He 
just saw a low-level soldier who had done nothing wrong and gotten 
caught in the crossfire. Now they were all targets. 

And yet, here they were, out in public. Because wise moves weren’t 
exactly Chobei’s strong point. He had insisted they go, reminding 
Tamazaki and the others who they worked for. Tamazaki just had to 
glance at Kido’s bandaged hand to remember the answer to that. 
So they went. 

The club required a two-bottle minimum to get a table, and Chobei 
opted for whiskey. Tamazaki didn’t drink and tried to persuade the 
other soldiers to do the same. They mostly complied, despite Chobei’s 
insistence that they join him. Some did, but luckily others were able to 
fend him off and keep a clear head. Which was good—they would 
need that if they were attacked. 

Around three in the morning, Chobei got upset and sent most of 
the other guards home. It was against Tamazaki’s advice, but Chobei 
insisted. Tamazaki couldn’t tell what was worse—that they were much 
more vulnerable to attack now that it was just two of them, or that 
Tamazaki was the only one around to absorb Chobei’s self-pitying 
whining. He soon decided it was the latter. 

“T just ... I dunno why Vasili wants us to hold back,” Chobei 
slurred. “We should stay on the attack. They’ll never respect us if we 
don’t.” 

“We already did,” Tamazaki reminded him. “In fact, we drew first 


blood, remember?” 

“What do you call this?” Chobei demanded angrily. He pointed to 
where a bullet had grazed him. 

“That’s just a flesh wound. We killed one of theirs.” 

“Then let’s kill the rest.” 

“Vasili asked you to hold off, advice we’ve already gone against. 
Besides, they say that patience is a virtue.” Tamazaki felt emboldened 
to speak frankly because he knew his boss was wasted beyond the 
point of no return. He wouldn’t remember this conversation in the 
morning. 

“Bah,” Chobei said. “Patience is for women. Men must act.” 

“A time for everything. My father always used to say, ‘Fight fire 
with fire and everyone gets burned, better to leave your enemies in 
the cold and let them freeze to death.” 

Chobei considered this. “Not bad, I suppose. Sounds like your 
father walked the Path.” 

“He did. That’s how I got started on it.” 

Chobei smiled. “I didn’t know that! You should have told me you 
were born on the Path as well.” 

“IT may have mentioned it once or twice.” Or several times. “The 
point is, they've taken their shot and we’ve taken ours. Now we 
should wait to see if that settles it.” 

Chobei had a far-off look on his face. Tamazaki doubted he had 
heard that last part. 

“How was it for you, growing up on the Path?” Chobei asked. 

“Well, to be honest, it wasn’t always that—” 

“Because for me, it was incredible,” Chobei said, lost in his own 
reverie. “Growing up around these men, who were gods compared to 
mortal men. These ... titans, who carry so much on their backs behind 
the curtain. Amazing.” 

“T think we might have had different experiences with it. My dad 
wasn’t nearly as high up as your mom is.” 

“These men, people respected them, you know? You could just see 
it. Even the people that paid them, even civilians who maybe didn’t 
like them, still respected them. It’s like they lived in this world, but 
somehow existed above it. You know?” 

Tamazaki just nodded. 

“Anything they wanted, it was theirs. And anytime they came 
around my mother—even though she was above them—she listened to 
them. Made time to hear them out.” He shook his head. “It’s the kind 
of boss I aspire to be.” 

You got a long way to go, Tamazaki thought. Outwardly he just 
nodded. Chobei seemed to come back to reality. 

“Maybe you’re right. Maybe we should be more ... prudent with 


the Taira-kai.” 

“A wise decision. We’re lucky to have you as a leader.” It never 
hurt to fluff him a bit. 

Chobei nodded. Then he steered the conversation off on another 
drunken detour, and Tamazaki just tried to keep up. 

It was nearly four in the morning before he was finally able to get 
Chobei to leave. But as soon as they left the club through its back 
entrance, things went from bad to worse. Tamazaki felt the cold metal 
of a gun barrel pressed into the back of his neck, right before the 
blackout hood went over his head. From somewhere nearby, he could 
hear Chobei pleading before taking a punch to the stomach that 
mercifully shut up his pitiful sobbing. 

With his hands now zip-tied behind him and his head covered, 
Tamazaki was manhandled into the trunk. It wasn’t long before 
Chobei was roughly tossed on top of him—and not long after that that 
Chobei voided his bowels in fear. 

What followed was a rough ride through the streets of Kanagawa. 
It was made all the rougher by the driver’s alternating between race 
car acceleration and slamming on the brakes. Tamazaki figured he 
was waiting until he was a foot before the stop signs before trying to 
stop for them. 

He was trying to formulate a plan for how to get them out of this, 
but he found it hard to concentrate. The pungent smell of Chobei’s 
shit mixed with the smell of gasoline in the cramped, humid air in the 
trunk made Tamazaki gag. He began breathing through his mouth to 
avoid throwing up into the hood covering his head. That 
would be bad. 

Fortunately, the ride wasn’t long. Unfortunately, that probably 
meant he was going to die sooner. They were half-marched, half- 
dragged into a building, then pushed upstairs. Their captors weren’t 
shy about slamming them into walls, or pushing them down in the 
process. Finally, they came to a stop several stories up. 

Tamazaki had the hood roughly removed from behind before he 
was pushed to his knees. He blinked hard to shut out the bright lights, 
then slowly opened his eyes as they adjusted. They were in Chobei’s 
office. When he looked up, he saw Soseki sitting behind Chobei’s desk. 
The fearsome scowl he wore was only made more frightening by the 
muscle and bone that were visible on the one side of his face. 

“Welcome, gentlemen. Thank you for joining me.” 

Tamazaki looked over and saw Chobei on his knees next to him. 
He was red-faced and sniffling. 

“T helped myself to some whiskey while I was waiting,” Soseki 
said. He swirled some of the brown liquid around in a crystal glass in 
front of him. “Yamazaki eighteen. Good stuff.” 


“What do you want?” Chobei asked. 

“To send a message,” Soseki said. “To show you that we are not to 
be trifled with.” 

“You don’t scare me,” Chobei said defiantly. 

Soseki looked around at his men, shaking his head in disbelief. 
Then he fixed Chobei with a crooked grin from behind his oversized 
black shades. 

“TJ don’t scare you? Even now when youw’re on your knees before 
me. When I have your life in my hands? If you’re not scared, then 
you’re either a madman or a fool. But then I suppose you’d have to be 
a fool to attack us.” 

“Tt was retribution for your attack on me. On us.” 

“What attack? We don’t strike first when we don’t want a fight.” 

“You shot at us. Outside the restaurant.” 

Soseki looked bewildered, then he glanced at his men. They only 
shook their heads. 

“We did no such thing.” 

“Bullshit. I’ve got the scars to prove it.” 

Tamazaki wished like hell his boss would just shut the fuck up 
already. He didn’t want to die today. Not on that asshole’s account, 
at any rate. 

Soseki just shook his head. “My man Nakae got shot over a 
mistake? Fuck. We didn’t take a shot at you. Must have been someone 
else you’ve pissed off, your lordship.” 

“Just get it over with,” Chobei said. 

Soseki ignored him. “Well, I hope you’ve learned a valuable lesson 
today.” 

“Like don’t wear white pants if you’re prone to shitting yourself,” 
one of the men behind Tamazaki said. 

Soseki and his men laughed. Chobei’s face turned an even deeper 
shade of red. 

“Well, that too, I suppose,” Soseki said. “But the point I actually 
had in mind is that nobody is untouchable. Especially someone as 
careless as you.” 

“Enough with your talk of lessons. What difference do they make 
for us now? Just kill us already.” Chobei didn’t even lift his head 
to say it. 

“Ts that what you want?” Soseki asked. 

“T’m ready,” Chobei said. 

“But that’s what you want?” Soseki repeated. 

“Do it!” 

Tamazaki wanted to say, “He doesn’t speak for me.” But he 
decided against it. If he was going to die today, he would at least hold 
his head up. 


Soseki looked around at the other men and smiled. Then he 
ambled over to Chobei and held a gun to his temple. 

“Well? What are you waiting for?” Chobei asked. “Just kill me.” 

Soseki smiled and safetied his gun. When Chobei heard this, he 
looked up. Soseki slipped the gun into the waistband of his pants and 
begin walking towards the door. 

“Kill me!” Chobei croaked. “Just do it already.” 

Soseki said nothing as his footfalls receded down the stairs, his 
men filing out behind him. 

Chobei got to his feet and ran to the balcony, stumbling with his 
hands still tied behind him. He bumped into the railing over the 
stairway and screamed down. 

“Kill me! What are you waiting for? Just kill me!” 

Soseki’s only response was the tinkling of the bell as he passed 
through the front door below. 


Chapter Nineteen 


cc 


... as the trial has wound on, witness after witness has taken the 
stand to provide damning testimony hinting at collusion between 
members of the Tokyo Branch of the Greater China Banking 
Corporation, or GCBC, and a number of major clients. The breadth 
and scope of the corruption appears to be absolutely unprecedented, 
including bid-rigging, stock price inflation, even—” 

“Bah, boring,” Governor Haraishi said, flipping the channel. He 
settled on a news program that was more to his liking, one that 
showed him on the screen sitting down with a reporter. 

“So you wont walk those comments’ back?” the 
reporter asked him. 

“No, absolutely not. I stand by what I said.” 

“Including your claim that foreigners cause ninety percent of the 
crime in Japan? A figure which has been repeatedly debunked by a 
number of independent fact-checkers.” 

“They can have their facts and figures. I trust my instincts. And my 
instincts tell me that foreigners are dragging this country down with 
their drugs and crime. Japanese people are peaceful and good-natured 
on their own. Everyone knows this.” 

“Well, what about your incendiary remarks portraying the Chinese 
as—and I’m quoting here—‘dog-eating rapists’?” 

“Tf the shoe fits ...” 

“Or your claims that Caucasian people are, quote, ‘genetically 
inferior to the Japanese people’?” 

Haraishi turned the television off at that. He glanced sideways at 
his guest and winced. “Sorry about that. Just riling the base up.” 

Vasili shot him a side-eyed glare that could melt steel, but chose 
not to respond. He sighed and rubbed his eyes. He really hated this 
guy, but he found him to be a useful idiot. Sometimes. That was why 
he was now in the lavish official residence of the Tokyo governor. 

“When is your colleague coming again?” 

Haraishi almost spat out his scotch. “You know very well he’s not 
my colleague.” 

“He’s in your party.” 

“That animal would put on whatever skin he had to in order to 
sneak into power. Sure, he’s technically a member of the Genyoto, and 


he says all the right things. But there’s no love lost between 
him and us.” 

“Yeah, great. How about answering my question? I have other 
things to do.” 

“He should be here by now,” Haraishi said. “But if you ask me, I 
think he likes keeping people waiting. Another one of his little power 
plays.” 

“Eh. Whatever. He gets shit done.” 

“Well, while we’re waiting, something I wanted to talk about. I’ve 
been facilitating these late-night meetings between you and Taku for 
some time now. And running quite a considerable risk too, by doing it. 
I mean, politically, if I were seen doing favors for such a prominent 
criminal, it would be damaging. Plus, my base would tear me apart if 
they knew I was dealing with a foreigner.” 

“T thought ‘white devil’ was your preferred term for us.” 

“Hm, yes, well. I’m just saying, I feel that I should be compensated 
for carrying this secret. For truly, it weighs on my soul not to come 
clean to the proper law enforcement authorities regarding your 
secretive dealings.” Haraishi gave him his most insincere smile. 

Vasili nodded. He had been expecting something like this. 

“Yes, knowledge is a heavy burden. I hate to think that you’re 
stressing out keeping this secret. And you certainly know a lot about 
me, considering how many times I have helped you hold fundraisers 
and other parties.” 

“Well, still ...” 

“But unfortunately, I cannot pay you. See, I have a secret on you 
that I’m holding on to, so I think our respective burdens of knowledge 
cancel one another out.” 

“Oh?” 

“Yes. Seems you left one of Chieko’s parties with a beautiful 
woman who was most definitely not your wife.” 

The governor smiled. “I’d love to see you prove that.” 

“You went to the Mandarin Oriental Hotel. Room sixteen twelve.” 

The smile died on Haraishi’s face. 

“You engaged in a bout of spirited, if uncreative, lovemaking that 
lasted for exactly one minute and thirty-six seconds. Here,” Vasili said, 
showing him a video on his phone. “If you want to relive your 
disappointing performance, you can see it from three angles. With 
audio.” 

Haraishi stared at the video of him furiously humping away at a 
bored-looking woman. His face was clearly visible. 

“You motherfucker.” 

“If you zoom in, you can see her trying not to laugh when you tell 
her to call you ‘big daddy.” 


“Shut up.” 

“So what I’m trying to say is, if you keep my secret I'll keep yours. 
If not, Pll fuck you so hard you'll be calling me big daddy. And I’ve 
got good stamina. So when I fuck you, it’ll be for a lot longer than one 
minute and thirty-six seconds. What do you say? Do we have a deal?” 

“Fine. Fuck it,” the governor said, storming over to the bar to fix 
himself another drink. 

Just then, the doors opened and the governor’s assistant 
led Taku in. 

“Vasili! Sorry to keep you waiting! Urgent business over 
at the Diet.” 

“No problem. Come! Sit! We have much to discuss.” Vasili turned 
towards Haraishi. “If you could just give us about twenty minutes, 
that’d be great.” 

“IT can’t even sit in?” 

“Best not to. You don’t want to get your hands dirty with this 
business.” 

Grumbling, Haraishi went to sit in a cluster of overstuffed leather 
chairs in the far corner of the room. 

“Let’s speak in English, too, if you don’t mind,” Vasili said. “Just 
to be sure.” 

“Fine, fine,” Taku said, taking a seat. 

Taku was young for a politician, as he was only in his midforties. 
He had a politician’s good looks and perfectly coiffed hair, with a 
mind that was quicker than most. In his short political career, he had 
climbed high, through the city council to a position as a member of 
the House of Councillors (the lower, but more powerful, house of 
Japan’s National Diet). As a former physician, he had used his 
expertise to become head of the Review Committee on Medical 
Services and Technology. 

“But I'll have to make this quick. I have a late-night strategy 
session after this with my team.” 

Vasili glanced at his watch. It was nearly 11:30. 

“Burning the midnight oil, I see.” 

“Got to. Only way to stay ahead of these other fuckers.” 

“Tell me about it.” 

“So how are things coming on your end?” 

“Good. My man is making progress. He’s been able to reverse- 
engineer three of the major treatments so far.” 

“That’s excellent news!” 

“Yeah, still working on cisplatin and vinorelbine. I think we can 
have a lab up within the month.” 

“Great! So he’s gotten all the thyroid cancer 
treatments figured out?” 


“Eh, two of the more common medications. Will cover about 
eighty percent of the cases, he said.” 

“Sounds good. So what do you need from me?” 

“Chemicals, mostly. Here’s a list of the precursor chemicals he 
needs to begin production.” 

Vasili handed him a folded slip of paper. Taku perused it and 
nodded. 

“Okay, it looks like there’s some equipment on here, too. You can’t 
get that through medical goods suppliers?” 

“T don’t know. I can ask. The chemicals are the hard part. 
Apparently buying them in large quantities triggers all sorts of red 
flags. But you have a way to get them?” 

Taku nodded. “I’m still working it out, but I should be able to. If 
we set up a government-approved research facility, it can purchase 
them in quantity without raising alarm bells. Then it’s a matter of 
siphoning them off without being caught. Still trying to make it work, 
though.” 

“Need help?” 

“Possibly. Pl let you know.” 

“How soon can you begin importing this stuff?” 

“Tll begin working on setting up the test lab. Hopefully present it 
to the committee at our upcoming meeting. If all goes well ... two or 
three weeks?” 

“Worst-case scenario?” 

“Maybe a month or two.” 

Vasili nodded. “Sounds good.” 

They stood up and shook hands. 

“Pleasure doing business.” 

“You too, Vasili.” 

Vasili waved to the governor on his way out. 

“Thanks again, big daddy!” 


Chapter Twenty 


Mei sat at the tiny ramen shop down the street from the Shibuya 
police station on the other side of Meiji Street. She looked at the 
steaming bowl of ramen sitting in front of her and sighed, then took 
up her chopsticks. She picked up some noodles and blew on them. 
After she ate, she would deal with the tail that would surely still be 
waiting outside for her when she was done. But she tried not to think 
about that. Right now she just wanted to enjoy her meal. 

It was over too quickly. Soon she was staring at a mostly empty 
bowl with nothing in it but a thin layer of congealing soup, some 
errant noodles, and the ladle. She slowly put her bowl on top of the 
counter and gathered her things. She wanted to sit for a while longer, 
but the cook was already wiping her spot for the next person in the 
long line out the door. 

She was supposed to meet Kameko tonight. But now that was in 
jeopardy unless she could shake the police tailing her. She left the 
cramped ramen shop and glanced around, but she didn’t see her usual 
pursuers. Instead, she saw two other men casually put their phones 
away and begin walking after her at a discreet distance. That was odd. 

Both men were wearing respirators with mirror visors over the 
faces, making it impossible to identify them. This despite the fact that 
it was one of the clearest nights in recent memory, due to the rain that 
afternoon. But then, she already knew exactly why they 
were wearing them. 

She looked into a traffic mirror on the side of the sidewalk, and 
saw another group of men after them. One of them was wearing a 
respirator that made it impossible to identify him, but the two with 
him didn’t have anything on. 

Mei sighed. Somehow her night had gotten even worse. 


K*K* 


“Alright, stay sharp,” Yakuta said. “Be discreet and hang back. We 
need to figure out what we’re dealing with here.” 

Yakuta’s latest assignment (which just last night he had described 
as “bullshit” and “idiotic” to the other bar patrons) had taken a 


serious turn. When Nomura had tasked him with following Detective 
Kimura, he’d thought it must be a joke, but now he saw that the old 
man was onto something. Because their tail had picked up another 
tail. It was hard to get a read on them, but Yakuta suspected they 
were on the Path. Nomura’s suspicions about Mei might not be so 
unfounded after all. 

Yakuta just wished he had better help in this. He glanced to either 
side at the two Dark Army recruits he had been supplied with. They 
were both young guys in their midtwenties with shaved heads and 
more enthusiasm than actual ability. He had gotten them to stop 
wearing their Dark Army uniforms and berets in favor of street 
clothes, which was a start. But they were still pretty hopeless. 

“Thing 1, hang back here behind this group. You’re in her direct 
line of sight right now. Remember, use cover as much as possible.” 

“T wish you wouldn’t call us that,” Thing 2 said. “What is 
that even from?” 

“A kids’ book. Your parents never read you Dr. Seuss?” 

They shook their heads. 

“What did they read you? Chairman Mao’s Little Red Book? Mein 
Kampf?” 

“T don’t know what those are either,” Thing 1 said. 

“Never mind. Point is, we need to find out who these other guys 
are and what they want. Are they in league with her? Are they 
hostile? Who are they?” 

“You’ve been following her more than we have,” Thing 2 said. 
“You haven’t seen them yet?” 

“First time.” 

“Probably confederates. Ozaki said she’s dirty.” 

“We don’t know that for sure yet. That’s what we’re here to find 
out. So stay sharp.” 


Tengu whistled and shook his head, a grin already plastered 
across his face. 

“What is this, a fucking conga line?” 

Lee just nodded as he walked beside Tengu. He was one of his top 
soldiers now that Satoshi was off running errands for the big man. 

“Just about. You ever seen anything like it?” 

“T’ve tailed people before,” Tengu said. “But there’s usually not this 
much ... traffic.” 

Tengu was referring to the chain of people following after the 
detective Vasili had told them to keep tabs on. First there was 


Detective Kimura, who seemed to be blissfully unaware that she was 
being tailed by two guys that Tengu pegged as yakuza. They, in turn, 
seemed to be ignorant of the trio tailing them. Who in turn, didn’t 
realize they were being followed by Tengu and Lee. 

Tengu took his phone out and dialed the number for Mei that 
Vasili had given him. Up ahead on the sidewalk beside Meiji Street, he 
saw her take her phone out, glance at the number, then slip it back in 
her pocket unanswered. 

“Just like every woman you call,” Lee quipped. 

“Shut up. Probably not answering because she doesn’t recognize 
the number.” 

He tried again when she was just arriving at the elevated walkway 
that would take her over the busy roadways to the front of the station. 

“No luck. Hey, run ahead and meet her when she gets off. Tell her 
to pick up her fucking phone.” 

“Are you serious? You want me to—” 

“Yeah, and don’t use the walkway. I don’t want to tip 
the others off.” 

Tengu smiled when he heard Lee grumbling curses as he set off at 
a run through the crowded streets. Cars began honking at him and 
swerving to avoid him as he sprinted through traffic. 


Mei took her buzzing phone out and looked at the number. She didn’t 
recognize it, so she clicked the phone off and put it back. Her mind 
was reeling as she walked over the elevated walkway. She could shake 
one tail. She’d been doing it all week. But two was a different matter. 
And it frightened her to consider who else would be following her. 
Vasili’s warning rang in her ears now, the fear making it hard to think. 
As she walked along, she heard the honking of car horns and 
screeching tires. 

As she was descending the steps of the walkway back to the 
sidewalk by the station, she saw a man leaning against the handrail 
with his respirator pushed off to one side. He was trying to look 
nonchalant as he tapped on his phone, despite being out of breath and 
panting. He looked up at her when she came down and whistled. 

“Whoo, foxy lady with the three tails!” he shouted after her in 
English. “Why don’t you pick up your phone for me, baby?” 

She kept walking but glanced back. 

“Let me call you, baby!” he shouted after her. 

She was about to brush it off as another creep when something 
struck her about his comment. Three tails? That didn’t make any sense 


unless ... 

Her phone rang again. The same number that had been calling her. 
She answered this time. 

“Who is this?” 

“Tengu. And my associate is Lee. The big man sent us to keep an 
eye on you. Thought you might be in danger. He thought right.” 

“Your man said I had three tails. Who are they?” 

“The guys right on you look like yakuza. Heard you pissed off 
Yoshii and some of the other whoremongers in Shinjuku. Might be 
them. Then you’ve got some cops? I think? Three men, at any rate. 
Two look a bit green, one guy seems to know his shit. Then us.” 

“T knew about the cops. The two behind me are new.” 

As she said this, she was coming out at Shibuya Crossing. She 
glanced up at the billboards with cameras trained on the intersection, 
which told her they were still close on her. She kept watching the 
billboard and saw a trio walking in lockstep after her. In another 
moment, she saw the guy who had shouted at her before. He had 
fallen back in with a guy who certainly fit the description of a tengu, 
who was now talking on the phone. The man gave a goofy wave up at 
the camera. 

“Okay, I see. Now what do I do about them?” 

“Well, your meeting with Kameko is canceled.” 

“Obviously.” 

“Lead them around for a bit while I think of something. The cops 
don’t frighten me. But the two right on you do. So stick to well-lit 
streets and heavily trafficked areas. No back alleys or anything.” 

“Then what?” 

“We'll figure something out.” 


KKK 
Tengu hung up. 
“So ... what’s the plan?” Lee asked. 
“Still thinking ...” 


They walked on in silence for a few moments. Tengu was clearly 
working something out, based on how he used his hands to gesture 
and visualize his thinking. Neither of them took their eyes off the 
cavalcade of people winding their way after Mei ahead of them. 

“Okay, so here’s what I’m thinking. We need to take out those two 
guys right on her. But we can’t with the police right there. So what if 
you distract the police with something, then I—” 

“What, ask them for directions or some shit?” 

“Or whatever. I dunno, show a little creativity there. Then I can—” 


“Why don’t you do that part, and I’ll take out the guys? I’m more 
creative with my fists and my knives.” 

“And [Tm _ highly recognizable,” Tengu said, motioning 
towards his face. 

“And I’m not? Why? Because Chinese people all look the 
same to you?” 

“Well ... kind of.” 

Lee shook his head. “So racist. And it’s not going to work.” 

“Well, then, what do you have that’s better?” 

“An extraction.” 

“An extraction? And how do you propose we ...” 

Tengu trailed off. Then he took out his phone and made a call. 


Chieko and Drake took the big van off the main street running 
through Roppongi and began navigating a maze of alleyways and 
backstreets. She became aware that her phone was buzzing and took it 
out to answer it. 

“Tengu, what’s up? ... Right now? We’re—I dunno—Roppongi-ish? 
... Just doing a cash run. ... Me and my driver ... Why? ... The van? 
Yeah, it’s armor-plated, why do you ...? Wait, what the fuck do you 
need it for? ... A what? ... For who?” 

Drake cleared his throat. “It’s ‘for whom.”” 

“Shut up,” Chieko said, then into the phone, “No, not you. Talking 
to my driver. So who is she again? ... Uh-huh. And why should we 
care? ... The Rock said that?” 

Chieko sighed and looked at Drake. Then she made a wanking 
motion with her free hand. 

“Okay, give me a time and an address.” 

She hung up. Drake glanced at her quizzically. 

“Turn around.” 

“Where we headed?” 

“Don Quixote in Shibuya.” 

“T love that place! It’s like a Walmart on acid. What are we going 
there for? Furniture? Lava lamps? Kids toys? Sex toys? Because they 
have those, you know.” 

“T know. We're not going in, it’s just a landmark to head to. Tengu 
wants us to extract someone from the area. Apparently he can’t do it 
himself because he’s shit at his job.” 

“An extraction? Well, that sounds like a real job!” 

With that, Drake gunned the van down the next back alley. Several 
tight turns taken at speed put them on the highway to Shibuya. 


“Permission to put on some music?” Drake asked. 

“Denied. I need to wait for his call.” 

Chieko looked over to see Drake grinning from ear to ear and 
practically bouncing in his seat. 

“Look at you. You’re like an oversized puppy dog.” 

“Whoo-hoo!” Drake’s eyes bulged out as he pumped one fist 
in the air. 


Chapter Twenty-One 


Chobei sighed as he looked down at the crystal decanter in his hand. 
To his mother, he looked like the petulant child he still was. Only now 
he was holding whiskey instead of plastic sippy cups. 

“No, Mother, I don’t think you understand. See—” 

“No, Chobei, I don’t think you understand. Vasili was absolutely 
right to urge caution. You ignored him, time and again. Now you’ve 
been attacked.” 

She was referring to the shootout outside the restaurant. She didn’t 
know about Soseki’s breach of his office, because he hadn’t told her. 
Tamazaki was the only one who knew, and Chobei had sworn him to 
secrecy. If she had known about that, her approach might have been 
different. But Chobei dared not tell her or anyone about it. It was too 
embarrassing to him personally. 

“But if I let this go, I’ll lose respect. From the Taira-kai. From 
my men. From—” 

“Chobei, listen to me. You don’t command respect until you’ve 
earned it. And you, Chobei, you just haven’t earned it yet.” 

He balked at that. “How can you ... I mean, how could you even 
say something like?” 

She shrugged. “Because it’s true. You haven’t become the leader 
your men need yet.” 

“There you go, toss blame around, but don’t bother to actually 
teach me anything.” 

“Tve been trying to teach you. That’s what these meetings are 
about.” Eriko sighed in frustration and looked out the window. “And I 
don’t blame you, if you must know. I blame myself.” 

“Why would you say that?” Chobei asked. 

Eriko didn’t answer right away. She just sipped her drink and 
stared out the window at the city beyond. Finally, she turned back 
and answered him. 

“Everything you have, I handed to you. I didn’t make you earn it, 
or fight for it. You never had to find your way, because I paved it for 
you. It made you soft. Spoiled.” 

“Well, thank you for the vote of confidence, calling me ‘soft’ and 
‘spoiled’ like ’m—” 

“See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about. I didn’t mean to be 


critical of you, that was aimed at me. I’m saying I’m the one at fault 
here. And I ... ’m sorry you’ve had to pay the price for my ... lack of 
maternal instincts, let’s say.” She grew quiet. “I was never cut out to 
be a mother. I know that now.” 

Chobei didn’t know what to say to that. He could tell his mother 
was drunk, drunker than he had ever seen her, in fact. Most likely a 
result of the painkillers mixed with the alcohol. He just sat there 
quietly until she continued. 

“You know, when you were a child, you would scream and cry 
endlessly. It would go on for hours. We tried everything—” 

“We?” 

“Me and Kuroda. He’d take you for walks, burp you, give you 
massages, white-noise-makers, everything. But nothing worked. 
Finally, Kuroda came back one day with a pacifier. You loved that 
thing. Used to suck on it all the time. You remember?” 

“Vaguely. I still used it as a child.” 

“You did. Until you were about six, actually. I just never weaned 
you off because it kept you quiet. Your dentist said it was warping 
your teeth as they were coming in, but I wouldn’t get rid of it. Every 
time I tried, you would just start bawling.” 

“T remember having braces for five years. Is that why?” 

“Yeah, it warped your jaw because you used it for too long. But 
then I always took the easy way out. Even when it warped you. I was 
a shit mother.” 

“You were a fine mother. I learned a lot from you.” 

“Huh. Not enough, it seems.” 

“Well, what did you expect? You were never around. Kuroda 
basically raised me, and he’s not exactly warm and nurturing. I was 
just another one of his tasks to see to.” 

“T tried. I gave you the attention and time I had, but—” 

“But a few hours a week wasn’t nearly enough. You didn’t think I 
noticed? You didn’t think I saw that you had time for every cheap 
gangster that walked through the door, but couldn’t be bothered to 
say a few words to your own son?” 

Eriko winced. “You’re right. I never gave you the attention you 
deserved. That’s why I’m trying to make up for my neglect now.” 

“And I thank you for it,” Chobei said, softening. “That’s all I ask 
now, is that you mentor me as I go. Help me make the transition.” 

“What transition?” 

“The transition to shacho. If I’m being honest, there’s still much I 
can learn from you as—” 

“Shacho?” she said, practically spitting the word out. “You as 
shacho?” 

Chobei pulled back as if he had been slapped. “Yes, I assumed 


that’s what you had in mind.” 

Eriko shook her head. “Out of the question. You ... you’re far too 
inexperienced to be shacho. I’m sorry, but no.” 

“Then what were all those tutoring sessions? All those talks and 
lessons? I thought you were grooming me for leadership.” 

“Leadership, yes, of Kanagawa City. And even with my help and 
Vasili’s, you’re still making a mess of things there.” 

“T can do this, Mother. With some help I know I can be the leader 
you need me to be.” 

She shook her head. “In time, perhaps. But you’re not ready now. I 
see dark days ahead for the next leader. The organization needs 
someone with experience.” 

Chobei was crushed but tried not to show it. He had learned long 
ago never to show weakness in front of his mother. 

“Since you have such little faith in me, who is your choice to run 
the organization?” 

“I’m not sure yet.” 

“You’re not sure yet. You just know it won’t be me.” 

“Yes.” 

“What, are you still reviewing resumes?” 

“T have some candidates in mind. But much will depend on the 
outcome of our next meeting.” 

“Why? What happens there?” 

“T have something special planned.” 

“Would you care to share it with me, or is it also above my ability 
to comprehend?” 

She tsked and shook her head. “Don’t be shitty. Do you honestly 
believe that you’re ready to take the helm of this massive ship?” 

“With your assistance, I think I could grow into the role—” 

“So no, in other words. You’re not ready. I know you probably 
think this is your best chance to become shacho. But it’s not 
something you can just be given. It’s a right you have to earn. 
Someday, if you can master yourself, you may earn the right. But until 
that day comes, you shouldn’t even dream of being put in charge.” 

“You don’t think I can handle it now?” 

“IT know you can’t. And if I did put you in charge, you 
wouldn’t last long.” 

“Why’s that?” 

“Because you're a poodle in a pit of vipers. And these men would 
eat you alive if given the chance.” 


Chapter Twenty- 1 wo 


Mei watched the neon from the signs on the buildings overhead merge 
and melt into the puddles of water on the ground. A light rain that 
afternoon had cleared the air of fog, making it a little easier to see. It 
would have been pleasant, if not for the sense of creeping dread that 
pursued her as she walked the streets. 

She circled around Shibuya, heading nowhere but trying to hide 
the fact that that was what she was doing. She stopped at some of the 
clothing and accessory shops lined up along the streets of Shibuya, 
briefly looking through their wares as if that was the whole point of 
this aimless jaunt. When that got old, she stopped at a bookstore to 
browse around some. She didn’t go too far inside the shop, in case 
they were bold enough to make a move right there. 

As she left the bookstore, her phone rang again. 

“Okay, what have you got?” Mei said. “I’ve been dicking around 
here for close to half an hour.” 

“Yeah, well, this shit’s complicated,” Tengu said. “But I’ve got a 
plan. I need you to head for Don Quixote up on Dogenzaka, then 
farther out beyond that. I’ve got a van coming to pick you up while 
Lee and I distract the cops.” 

She took a right at the next corner to begin heading towards 
Dogenzaka. 

“Alright, heading there now. What’s this van look like?” 

“Big passenger van, brown and rusted.” 

“Sounds like a piece of shit.” 

“Yeah, that’s what it’s supposed to look like. It’s actually an 
armored tactical vehicle. It’ll be driven by a giant, jacked-up white 
dude with a fat little Buddha of a woman riding shotgun.” 

Mei took that in and processed it for a few moments. 

“Are we not overthinking this?” Mei asked. 

“What do you mean?” 

“This is getting complicated.” As she said this, Mei glanced at 
another road mirror to check behind her. Still there. “I’ve got two 
unknowns on me, sure. But then there are three cops after them, and 
they’ll come to my aid. Why not duck into an alley, jam everyone up, 
and sort this out? We’ve got the numbers.” 

She heard Tengu suck in air. “I don’t like it. If these men want you 


dead, they’ll have you dead before the police realize what’s going on. 
It’s too risky.” 

“So is your plan,” she said as she waited at a crosswalk for the 
light to change. “And at least my way solves the problem. Yours 
just delays it.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“So I get away tonight. They’ll be on me tomorrow night. If they 
don’t already know where I live. But if we force the crisis, we’ll get it 
sorted out tonight. One way or another.” 

“My orders aren’t to sort this out ‘one way or another,’ they’re to 
keep you alive. Don’t make my job any harder than it is. Just be at the 
intersection beyond the Don Quixote and look for the van. Got it?” 

Tengu didn’t give her the chance to reply before he hung up the 
phone. 

“How’d that go?” Lee asked nonchalantly. 

“Fucking cops, man,” was all Tengu said, shaking his head. 


Mei looked up to see the psychedelic nightmare that was the Don 
Quixote store at nighttime. She passed by the open storefront 
crammed with junk and walked beyond into the intersection. She 
lingered there momentarily, weighing her options. She glanced back, 
not seeing the men anywhere. Which didn’t surprise her, they were 
good. If she hadn’t already been aware that she was being tailed, she 
might have missed them. She mentally ran through her options again. 

Escape in a van? Didn’t solve her problem, and it would most 
likely alert her pursuers that she was onto them. They’d come at her 
again, only next time they’d be more careful. 

Force the fight right here out in the open? The idea had its appeal. 
Mainly there was the element of surprise working in her favor, since 
they probably didn’t know they had been made. But then, she had 
been walking in circles for close to an hour, so by now maybe they 
suspected. She liked the idea, but it was too risky. The area was so 
crowded that if it were to come down to a gunfight, there was no 
chance of coming away with zero civilian casualties. 

Her original idea to force the crisis and get the policemen tailing 
her to come to her aid? No matter how she looked at it, this was her 
best option. She just needed to find a more secluded area to pull it off. 

She resumed walking towards the intersection up ahead. She 
pulled out her phone and called Tengu. 

“Sorry, going with my plan. Left at the intersection, then the first 
left, then left again. Takes you to a back alley that dead-ends in 


a parking lot.” 
She hung up the phone, cutting off a volley of swearwords and 
abuse being hurled at her. Then she started walking into the dead end. 


“Where the fuck is she going?” Yakuta asked the others. “I thought she 
knew she was being followed. Now she’s heading straight into 
danger.” 

“Maybe she’s coordinating something?” Thing 1 said. “She’s been 
talking on the phone a lot. Think she called the station?” 

Yakuta shook his head. “I doubt it. Why bring them out here? Why 
not just head back to the station? I think she’s talking 
to someone else.” 

“Like her contacts in the Kaisha?” Thing 2 said. 

“Like I keep saying, we don’t know that for sure.” 

“Looks pretty suspicious to me,” Thing 1 said. 

“Yeah, well, cops need something called ‘proof’ before we jump to 
a conclusion.” 

“No wonder you're so slow getting anything done.” 

When they turned the corner, Yakuta saw that the two men tailing 
Mei had her cornered in a back alley with nowhere to go. Mei had 
turned to face her assailants as they slowly closed in on her. Yakuta 
and his colleagues were about a hundred yards back. 

“Shit, they’ve got her trapped,” he said, pulling his service weapon. 
“I want you to follow my lead on this. Stay behind me and don’t ... 
what the fuck are you doing?!” 

Thing 1 and 2 had grabbed him from each side. 

“Sorry about this,” Thing 1 said. He actually sounded contrite. 
“Orders.” 

“What the fuck?” Yakuta hissed. “We’ve got to help her!” 

“Yeah, sorry,” Thing 2 said. He actually sounded kind of happy. 
“Major Ozaki gave us orders not to interfere should anything 
... you know.” 

“We’re to ‘just let nature take its course,’ is how he put it.” 

“Yeah. Not to get in the way.” 

Yakuta struggled, but they had each arm in a tight grip. He tried 
twisting hard to one side, then the other, but he couldn’t shake free. 
He wasn’t going to free himself, not this way at least. 

“That’s an officer of the law in danger! If you won’t help me, then 
at least let me go so I can do my job!” 

“Sorry.” 

“Orders.” 


“To let her die?” 

“To not get involved.” 

“Yeah. Just let nature take its course.” 

“She’s crooked anyway.” 

“Just what the fuck are you people about?” Yakuta hissed. 
“Order.” 

“Justice.” 

“Integrity.” 

“Just let this happen.” 

Yakuta looked up to see Mei’s assailants closing fast. 


Mei reached the end of the alley and came out into the tiny parking 
lot. It was nestled behind a row of buildings that faced away. Her 
immediate pursuers came after her. She couldn’t see their faces behind 
their respirators, but she could tell that this was the opportunity they 
had been waiting for. At least now she knew where everyone stood. 

She took out her service weapon, more for show than with the 
intention of actually using it. She unsafetied it and held it off to the 
side. But instead of comforting her, it made her uneasy. 
Something felt off. 

“Stop right there!” she shouted. 

They didn’t. The two came at her, each one holding a metal 
switchblade that came shicking out from their sleeves. She aimed for 
the closer one’s stomach and pulled the trigger. 

Click. 

The gun was empty. 

The weight should have tipped her off, but she’d failed to realize 
what the problem with the weapon was. It didn’t have a 
magazine in it. 

Now the men were practically on top of her. She ducked under an 
arching slash of metal as the one closer to her sliced at her face. The 
move unbalanced her, and she went rolling off to the right. The 
second assailant was on top of her now. She centered herself to deliver 
a knee to his ribs, then pushed him at the first attacker as he spun 
around. 

She hazarded a quick glance back to see where the police tailing 
her were. It looked like they were fighting themselves. She couldn’t let 
her gaze linger, but it seemed like two of them were wrestling with 
the other. That wasn’t part of her calculation. 

Shit. 

She tried to calm herself. It was fine. She’d been in worse 


situations. Tengu and Lee would be here soon. 

Mei kept up the positive self-talk even as the next knife slash came 
at her from the front. She dodged back, frantically rooting through her 
overcoat for her spare magazine. It wasn’t there. What the fuck? 

She didn’t have time to figure it out now. For in the next instant, 
she was body-tackled by the other man. He ran into her with enough 
force to lift her up and carry her into the concrete wall behind her, 
then bear-hugged her from behind. 

The other man twirled the knife in his upturned hand around so 
that it was in position to stab her. She saw an image of herself 
struggling reflected in the mirror-film visor covering his face as he 
approached. 

She looked terrified. 


Chapter Twenty-Three 


Satoshi stood on the balcony to the house nestled in the hills above 
the coastline. A cool, salty breeze blew in from the ocean. There was 
nothing but an inky blackness punctuated by the lights from a few 
ships far out at sea. The air was cleaner here than in Tokyo, and the 
night cooler. Satoshi closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. 

As he stood there, suspended on a wooden balcony above the shore 
of Zushi, he heard the floorboards creak behind him. He heard labored 
breathing as the man he had come to see approached. Satoshi didn’t 
turn around. He just stood there looking into the darkness. Osammy 
didn’t say a word. 

“How many men have you dangled off this balcony, I wonder?” 
Satoshi finally said. 

Osammy grunted. “Well, most of them are probably still below. 
You’re welcome to jump off and count.” 

Satoshi turned around to look at his former boss. The fat man was 
older, but still as imposing as ever. Osammy regarded him coldly from 
behind the trail of smoke emanating from his cigar. There was no 
warmth in his eyes. Not that Satoshi was expecting any. 

“Inside,” Osammy said. “We'll talk inside.” 

Osammy waddled through the large glass doors, and Satoshi 
followed. 

“You seem to have landed on your feet after prison,” Satoshi said, 
admiring the lavish interior. 

“Yeah, well, crime pays. I had some money socked away, which 
the police were polite enough to not find.” 

“Must be nice to be retired.” 

“Oh, I’m not retired, not by a long shot.” 

Osammy poured himself a drink, then came over to sit across from 
Satoshi. 

“T figured you wouldn’t be allowed near any ... official business, 
following prison.” 

“The Kaisha isn’t the only game in town. In fact, I’d be surprised if 
they’re around much longer.” 

“Oh? You working for a rival now? Who? The Taira-kai? 
The Shinminami-gumi?” 

Osammy smiled and sipped his drink. “Think bigger, Satoshi. Your 


syndicate and other street hustlers like it are on the way out. But you 
didn’t come here to talk about me, I’m sure.” 

“No, I didn’t. But I’m guessing you already know why I’m here.” 

“Heard you were looking for Masa.” 

“That’s right.” 

“Getting the old band back together?” 

“Something like that.” 

“Because I heard you were looking for him to give him up 
to The Rock.” 

Satoshi nodded. Osammy smiled and shook his head. 

“And here I was hoping you two were getting ready to reconcile. 
You and Masa were always such a good team. Two sides of 
the same coin.” 

“We’re not as alike as you think.” 

“Yeah, you always used to say that. You say it with such conviction 
too, like you actually believe it.” 

“We’re not the same at all.” 

“Oh, you’re not, are you? Why? Because you’re a good guy? 
Because you’re not the one that pulls the trigger? Bullshit.” 

“Whatever. I’m only here—” 

Osammy waved his hand, and Satoshi fell silent. He hated himself 
for the sway that Osammy apparently still had over him. 

“You hid behind Masa, let him dish out the beatings so you could 
pretend to be a good guy. You never stopped him. Never reined him in 
or held him back. You know why?” 

Satoshi didn’t respond. 

“Because at the end of the day, if he wasn’t the one dishing it out, 
then you would have had to. You know the job. And you don’t think 
he knew that? He did. He bloodied his hands so you could keep yours 
clean.” 

Satoshi just shook his head. “Don’t try to blame this on me. You 
were the one that poisoned him. You turned him into the mad dog you 
needed him to be.” 

“Did I, now? And just how did I do that?” 

“You corrupted his mind. You saw the hole in him, his need for 
validation. And you filled it with praise for every dirty deed of his. 
You promised him respect and renown in exchange for blood. He was 
always going on about how his name would ring out because 
Osammy said so.” 

“And why did he need that praise, that validation, so much? Huh? 
Was it because he wasn’t getting it from somewhere else? Like maybe 
the man he looked up to like a brother?” 

“T ... don’t try to...” 

“Blame you? For what? Turning your back on your brother?” 


Satoshi tried to keep his cool, but internally his mind was reeling. 
He had only seen the past through his own perspective. But how well 
did he know the story, if he had only seen it from the one angle? 

Osammy continued. “I nudged him along, sure. But you were the 
one that set him on that path originally. Now you’re going to pretend 
to be shocked and scandalized at what he’s become. Go ahead, pat 
yourself on the back for bringing this mad dog to heel. Tell yourself 
you’re the good guy for putting down the monster you helped to 
create through your own neglect.” 

“T ... I tried to pull him back from the brink. I tried to help him ...” 

“Did you? Not the way he tells it. It sounds like every time he 
reached out for help, you slapped his hand away.” 

Satoshi stood up and walked over to the window. He stared out at 
the darkness beyond. 

“Face it, Satoshi. If I was able to push him over the edge, it’s only 
because you backed him right up to it.” 

Satoshi shook his head. His mind was racing. 

“T’ll tell you where to find Masa. I’ll tell you exactly where he’s at.” 

Osammy stood up and waddled over to the bar. He scrawled an 
address on a piece of paper, which he folded and placed in Satoshi’s 
pocket after lumbering back over. 

“You can find him there. Of course, you know it’s a trap.” 

“Of course.” 

“Yet still you'll walk into it.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I have no other choice.” 

“Wish you had shown this level of dedication when you 
worked for me.” 

“You never earned it.” 

Osammy laughed his deep, rumbling laugh. 

“We’ve never liked each other, have we? In fact, I always thought 
it was you who turned me in a few years back.” 

Satoshi said nothing. 

“You’re not even going to deny it?” 

“Tf I denied it, would you believe me?” 

“No.” 

“Then why bother?” 

“Fair point.” 

“So if you believe that, why am I still alive?” 

Osammy just smiled his crooked smile. “You know, all those years 
I was in jail, I honestly fantasized about killing you. But at some point 
I changed my mind. Decided on a different approach.” 

“Don’t tell me jail softened you.” 


“Oh no, it didn’t make me soft. It’s just that, as I was rotting in that 
cell, I realized that there are things even worse than death. Far 
worse.” 

“Like what?” 

“Like what comes next. For you. Now get the fuck out of my 
house.” 


Masa sat behind the large wooden desk. Waiting. 

He heard them outside now. The key scraping against the wood 
around the doorknob. It slid into place and he heard the tumblers 
click open, then the door swung inward. The next sound was the 
mechanical sound of three guns simultaneously being cocked and 
aimed at him. Followed by the enraged screaming from their leader. 

Masa held his bloody hands up. “Don’t shoot. I come in peace.” 

“Unbelievable,” Chobei said. “I’ve got the worst fucking security.” 

“T slipped into the building through the back door. Your door was 
unlocked here. I think your lock’s busted.” 

As Masa spoke, he stood up, his hands in the air. Chobei walked 
around to his chair and motioned Masa away. Then he sat down, and 
his men filed around him. Their guns were still trained on Masa, just 
waiting for the order. Chobei regarded Masa with disinterest, the way 
one would look at a cockroach scuttling about when the 
lights flicked on. 

“Any reason I shouldn’t have him put a bullet through your head 
right now?” Chobei asked, motioning towards Tamazaki. 

“Absolutely none,” Masa said. 

“Well, then,” Chobei said. Tamazaki started to raise his gun. 

“Which is why I took the trouble of cutting my finger off ahead of 
time.” As Masa said this, he presented Chobei with a wooden box that 
he held out with both hands. One hand was wrapped in a white cloth 
that was stained through with streaks of crimson. 

“Wait,” Chobei said, signaling to Tamazaki. 

Chobei took the box and opened it. He nodded approvingly. 

“Very well. You may speak. Despite your impertinence in coming 
here unannounced.” 

Masa smiled. “It’s not what I have to say that’s important. It’s what 
Vasili has to say.” 

Masa took out a tiny recorder and set it down on the table between 
them, then pressed play. 

“TI need you to kill a man for me ...,” Vasili’s voice said on the 
recording. 


Chobei listened to the entire recording. Then he made him go back 
to the very beginning and play the entire thing for him again. He 
looked at his men. 

“What do you think?” he asked. 

“Tt’s definitely The Rock,” one of them said. 

“No doubt.” 

“What do you plan to do?” 

Chobei didn’t hesitate to think about his answer. “Rip him apart 
limb from limb.” He snapped his fingers as if just remembering 
something. “There’s the bosses’ dinner in a few days. I’ll do it there. 
Watch him laid low in front of everyone.” 

“There is another one, who conspired with Vasili to bring you 
down,” Masa said. “A former colleague of mine. His name is Satoshi.” 

“Then he must die too.” 

“Yes. I’m afraid I must test your considerable patience,” Masa said. 
“Allow me to arrange it so that you can get them together. Then your 
revenge will be complete.” 

“And how do you propose to do that?” 

Masa told them his plan. 

Chobei grinned his shark’s grin and nodded. 

“Excellent. Make it so!” 


Chapter Twenty-Four 


“Shit!” Tengu said. 

This startled a mother walking with her children on the sidewalk 
beside them. She herded them away from Tengu and Lee as quickly as 
she could. Not that they noticed. They had already taken off and were 
dodging around people as quickly as they could in pursuit of Mei. 

“She trying to get herself killed?” Lee huffed. 

“Looks that way,” Tengu said as he took out his phone. 

“Chieko? Change of plan. Take the right before DonQui coming 
from your direction, then the first left. Then be ready for action.” 

“Rules of engagement here?” Lee asked. 

“Save her. Whatever that takes.” 

“What about the police?” 

“T don’t know. Best judgment.” 

Tengu couldn’t give him a good answer because there wasn’t any. 
All he could do was hope for the best there. 

They were off the main road now and moving quickly down the 
dark back alley. Tengu could already tell that something was wrong. 
The guys he figured for cops seemed to be scuffling with one another 
at the end of the alley, right where it opened up into a cramped 
triangular parking lot. Farther up, he could see the two closest 
pursuers to the detective. One was holding her up while the other 
approached with a knife. 

Shit. 

“Handle them!” Tengu shouted at Lee with a vague wave towards 
the three men as he ran towards the two men attacking Mei. 

They were too close to the main streets to use firearms. It would 
draw every cop in the area at once, minus the ones already there 
doing nothing. Tengu would have to do this quietly. 

He drew his knife as he ran. 


K*K* 


Mei screamed. 
“Help her!” Yakuta shouted when he saw the men. 
“On it,” the man approaching them said. 


With the others holding him down, Yakuta didn’t have a perfect 
line of sight on the newcomer approaching them. But he put together 
what was happening when he heard the zap and felt Thing 1 on his 
left arm go completely limp. Thing 2 put up one hand to ward off the 
attacker, but the man found the side of his face with the Taser. There 
was another zap as high-voltage, low-amperage electricity surged 
through Thing 2, then he went down writhing. 

“Thanks,” Yakuta said. 

He was getting up to finally help Mei when he felt the metal tines 
of the Taser pressed into the back of his head. 

“No problem,” the man said affably, right before sending 
electricity coursing through his body. 

Yakuta jerked and convulsed as the current (and pain) shot 
through him. Before he knew it, he was on the ground, staring up at 
the halogen lights above the parking lot. It hurt too much to move, 
and his vision dimmed in and out. 

“Nothing personal!” the man shouted back as he joined the fray. 


While one assailant held her from behind, the other brought his knife 
down towards her neck. Mei was able to bring her hand up just in 
time. She caught the blade with her hand, after a fashion. She could 
see her fingers splayed out in front of her, the gleaming tip of the 
knife sticking through the backside of her hand. She screamed in 
agony. 

Her attacker pulled it free and lunged again. This time she brought 
her feet up to hold him at bay. 

“Looks like even your cop buddies want you dead, bitch!” snarled 
the one behind her. He was trying to work his hands up around 
her neck now. 

She looked up to see Tengu come up quickly behind the other man, 
just as her attacker was about to take another swipe. Tengu stopped, 
grabbed the man’s respirator strap and a clump of hair, and yanked 
back. Then he slit the man’s throat. The way he did it was almost 
casual. A spray of blood spurted out, spraying Mei and the man 
behind her and stunning both of them into inaction. 

“Fuck me!” the man said. 

Mei recovered faster than he did, and elbowed him hard in the 
ribs. This gave her the space to grab his wrist and flip him over her 
shoulder. She ripped his mask off and looked at him. He stared back at 
her for a split second. His expression unnerved her, and she hesitated. 

But Tengu didn’t. He moved in quickly and grabbed the man 


by the hair. 

“No!” 

Mei screamed this just as Tengu drove the blade into the man’s 
mouth and out the back of his head. 

“Too late,” he said. “Let’s go.” 

Lee approached then. He began leading her away as she cradled 
her bleeding hand in front of her. They emerged from the alley to see 
a van screech to a halt across the way. Tengu and Lee led 
her towards it. 

“Aww, is it over?” whined the driver. 

“Yeah.” Tengu said, slamming the door. “Get us out of here.” 

“Everything go alright?” Chieko asked. 

Nobody answered. 


“What the hell are we going here for?” Mei asked as they pulled up in 
front of the AJX Building, home to Club Hyperion. 

“Just wanted to dance a little,” Tengu said. “Blow off some steam.” 

Mei didn’t laugh. 

“And also because we’ve got a doctor waiting upstairs to take a 
look at that hand.” 

“You mean I have to walk through these clubbers while bleeding 
like a stuck pig?” 

“It’s Tuesday. Hardly any people there at all, outside of the bars 
and restaurant.” 

“Thanks, guys,” Tengu said to Chieko and Drake. “I owe you one.” 

“No problem,” Drake said at the exact same time that Chieko said, 
“You sure fucking do.” 

The three of them rode the elevator mostly in silence. Mei turned 
around to look out at the city as they rode up. 

“They didn’t even try to help me. They just stood back and let it 
happen.” 

Behind her, she could sense more so than see the look exchanged 
between Tengu and Lee. 

“Fucking cops, man,” Tengu said sympathetically. 

“Well, actually, one was trying to help,” Lee said. “The other two 
were holding him back.” 

“Did you recognize them?” Tengu asked. 

“T didn’t get a good look.” 

They made their way through the mostly empty club to Vasili’s 
office. When they approached, he opened his door and waved them 
inside. A doctor was ready and waiting with his medical kit laid out 


on the coffee table between the sofas. He motioned for Mei to sit 
down beside him. Mei winced as he poured a disinfectant over the 
wound and examined it. 

“How bad is it?” she asked. 

“Well ... it could be worse. Doesn’t look like they hit anything that 
would cause major damage. But it’s going to be sore for a while.” 

He set to work. 

“Did you see who did it?” Vasili asked. 

“Yeah,” Tengu replied. “One of them, anyway. Guy from one of 
Matsuo’s crews.” 

“He have a name?” 

“Not anymore,” Lee said absentmindedly. 

Tengu continued. “I don’t know his name. I just know his face from 
a trip to Chiba we took recently. Saw him there with Hashimoto and 
his people.” 

“What were you doing up in Chiba?” 

“Wishing I was anywhere else. Also, checking up on a lead from 
when you had me tearing the city apart.” 

Vasili nodded. 

“I just don’t know what Matsuo’s stake in this is,” Tengu said. 
“Why does he care about her?” 

“Because he’s behind the killings, along with Yoshii,” Mei 
explained. “I found evidence pointing to one of his—ow, 
motherfucker! What was that?” Mei cried out suddenly. 

“JT just gave you a shot of local anesthetic,” the doctor said without 
looking up. “Trust me, you'll thank me when I start stitching you up.” 

Mei took a deep breath and continued. “We think the serial killer is 
removing organs to use in transplants. Possibly to sell. One of 
Matsuo’s guys in his construction outfit recently had a transplant.” 

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Vasili said. “He and Yoshii are as thick as 
dickheads. And Sherlock here rattled the hornet’s nest when she 
showed up at one of Yoshii’s clubs asking questions.” 

Lee and Tengu both winced at that. Mei winced too, but also 
because the doctor was stitching up her wound. 

“Yeah, not good,” Tengu said. “But at least we know Yoshii and 
Matsuo are behind it. Probably their other confidants too.” 

“Who’s that?” Mei asked. 

“Akiyama, Miyagi, Nagai. The five of them work closely together. 
But it’s really Yoshii and Matsuo who set the agenda.” 

“What do you plan to do?” Tengu asked Vasili. 

“T need to speak with the detective about that. Alone.” 

Tengu and Lee began heading towards the door. 

“Hey ... thank you,” Mei said. 

They both nodded on their way out. When the doctor was finished, 


he cut the thread and packed up his things to leave. When they were 
alone, Vasili began to speak. 

“Tm planning to move against Matsuo. Yoshii too, eventually, but 
Matsuo is the greater threat right now.” 

“Should you be telling me this?” 

“Yes. Because I need your help to do it.” 

“You want me to ... help you?” 

“T want you to help me get justice for my people, and for the 
others he’s had killed. You know that he’ll never face consequences for 
this. Guys like him—like me—are too careful. They give the orders, 
they don’t bloody their hands themselves. If you want justice ...” He 
trailed off here to let her fill in the rest on her own. 

“Yeah, from what I hear, that’s how Kentaro came under your 
orbit. He told me about the ... arrangement you two have. How he 
came to you about that child-killer case.” 

Vasili just raised an eyebrow. 

Mei continued. “And Endo helping me out recently—I’m assuming 
that was on your orders. How did you get him onboard?” 

“Endo found out about some cops who were aiding a human 
trafficking ring. He wanted to put them down and make sure 
they stayed down.” 

“T used to think he was the biggest gaping asshole on the planet.” 

“Eh, who says he’s not?” 

“Yeah, maybe. I think Yoshii is up to something similar. I met with 
a girl who works at Kabuki Lounge who told me a horror story about 
the place.” 

“Let me guess, your superiors didn’t want to hear about it?” 

Mei nodded. 

“Sounds familiar. There will be no convictions. Not of the people 
who do this. Not of Yoshii, or Matsuo. Laws catch flies, but let 
hornets go free.” 

“T still don’t like this.” 

“You don’t have to. I don’t like it either. But putting blind faith in 
a broken system won’t help anyone either.” 

“What’s the alternative?” 

“This ... machine, let’s say, that P’ve built stretches throughout the 
city. It has mechanisms in place for this. I just need to set it grinding 
into motion.” 

“Your machine runs on blood.” 

“Sometimes. But it runs. You can’t always say the same about 
yours.” 

Mei was silent at that. She walked over to the window and stared 
out. Vasili went on. 

“Kentaro was maybe confused about one thing. He didn’t come to 


me back then. I came to him.” 

“Why?” 

“He had information I needed on the killer’s identity.” 

“IT mean, why get involved?” 

“Because I didn’t like what was happening. Just like I don’t like 
what’s happening now. So I went to Kentaro, just like I’m coming to 
you now. But ultimately you must choose.” 

“You didn’t give me a choice last time, when you broke into my 
apartment. Why now?” 

“Tm asking you to help me take a life. For life and death like this, 
you have to choose yourself.” 

Mei was silent. She looked out the window. It was one of the rare 
nights where you could see for miles. The lights of the city spread out 
forever across an ocean of rain-slick concrete. 

“You can’t touch these men. Not your way, at least. The only way 
to see them punished is if you help me feed them to the machine.” 

Mei looked at him, then back to the city. 


Chapter Twenty-Five 


“You wanted to see me, sir?” Mei asked from the doorway to Endo’s 
office. 

He waved her in and motioned her towards the chair across from 
him. He regarded her for a long moment before speaking, not 
unkindly. 

“First off, how are you doing?” 

“Tm alright, sir. The hand still hurts, but the doctor says it will 
recover without any loss of function.” 

“Good, good.” He looked absentminded, almost distracted. “I 
wanted to apologize on behalf of the entire NPA organization for what 
happened. And to tell you that I personally tore Nomura a new asshole 
for that little stunt.” 

“Thanks. But I don’t think he could have known.” 

“That’s not good enough. He never should have had you followed 
in the first place. That’s not how we treat our own. Second, he never 
should have trusted in those Dark Army fascists.” He shook his head. 
“They frighten me, you know. I don’t know where it ends, but I fear 
we're heading for some dark territory ahead.” 

“Afraid I have to agree with you.” 

Endo smiled. “Never thought you’d live to say those words to 
me, did you?” 

Mei shook her head. “No sir.” 

“What’s your take on the Dark Army? Not just the guys following 
you, but as a whole.” 

“Well, I used to think Ozaki and his people were on the level. Like 
they were just concerned citizens doing what they thought was right. 
Now I just feel stupid for not seeing them for what they are 
to begin with.” 

“Don’t beat yourself up for it. There’s virtue in not giving into 
cynicism immediately. I wish I still had that.” 

“You don’t seem like the overly cynical type.” 

“T’m not so sure anymore. In this job, you get to the point where 
you don’t know if you’re so jaded and cynical that you see the world 
wrong, or if you’re the only one who sees things for what they really 
are. It can make you doubt yourself, react slower than you should. 

“But if you do this long enough, you start to see through the 


bullshit. You see what people’s intentions really are by where they 
actually stand, and where they take a stand. You see the politicians 
talking about law and order as they gut police budgets and pass laws 
that tie our hands. Or claiming poverty when it comes time to honor 
pensions and health care promises.” 

“Criminals doing more good than elected leaders.” 

“Exactly. It’s easy to talk tough on crime and social order. It’s easy 
to shout slogans, lock everyone up, pass harsh mandatory sentencing 
laws, make people put on empty patriotic displays. But you know 
what that gets you? The illusion of order. Not true order, just the 
illusion. It’s people saying what they think the powerful want to hear 
so they don’t get beaten. It’s a hundred thousand starving North 
Koreans tap-dancing their way through a phony display of respect for 
the ‘dear leader.’ And look where that gets you in the end. Have you 
seen the footage?” 

Mei nodded. It made her queasy just to think about it. 

“That’s what happens when you try to force people to show respect 
without actually earning it. The second Kim Jong-Ho’s motorcade 
broke down in the middle of the parade, his own people turned on 
him and ate him.” 

The image was still fresh in her mind from the newscasts a few 
years back. The mob of people surrounding the car. The ‘dear leader’s’ 
own people ripping him, his family, and the members of the regime 
from the motorcade. The frenzy of blood and limbs that followed. 
News reporters warning their viewers of the graphic nature of the 
footage, right before showing Kim Jong-Ho’s pudgy head mounted on 
a spike being paraded through the streets. 

“You know, watching him get what was coming to him didn’t 
bother me,” Endo said. “But seeing the same thing happen to his 
family ... I mean, his wife was someone he just plucked off the streets 
and forced to marry him. She had no choice in it. And she always had 
these barely concealed bruises on her face during public appearances. 
She didn’t deserve to share his fate. Neither did her kids. But then, it’s 
rarely the people that deserve to suffer that do. It’s usually the 
innocent that take their place.” 

Mei nodded. She had seen it all too often. 

“Tm glad to see we’re on the same page on this. I’m afraid there 
aren’t many of us that are.” 


When Mei left Endo’s office, she didn’t return to her basement 
headquarters. 


She walked out the door, not even bothering with her overcoat and 
respirator, and began walking. She needed some time to clear her 
head and think. She walked into the fog surrounding Shibuya and 
headed away from the police station. 

She paused at a bridge over one of the emergency water runoff 
channels that cut through the city. Normally they were almost entirely 
empty, except for during the rainy season and particularly bad 
rainstorms. But anymore, they usually had a foot or two of dirty water 
running through them, runoff from the sodden’ ground 
all around them. 

As she stood there, she felt a tremor pass through the concrete 
under her feet. She looked over at a nearby storefront to see the 
lanterns out front swaying from the earthquake. Just another one of 
the dozens of minor earthquakes that struck Tokyo each month. 

She shook her head. Nothing felt solid to her anymore. 

Mei looked at the date on her watch. 

Not even two weeks had passed since she had been put 
on this case. 

Two weeks that had upended everything she thought she knew 
about the order and structures all around her. 

Now here she was seeing eye to eye with Endo. Questioning the 
police force she had devoted her life to. Considering helping a known 
criminal murder another criminal. 

This was the question she couldn’t shake, or resolve. The fact that 
she was even mulling it over gnawed at her. 

She knew that this was the only way that Matsuo would see 
justice, and he had tried to have her killed. But then, so had other 
people too, and she didn’t turn around and murder them. She did her 
job, her duty. 

Now she wasn’t sure if that was good enough. Going through the 
official channels seemed like an empty gesture. Justice wouldn’t be 
served, not for guys like Yoshii or Matsuo. And certainly not for 
women like Iveta and Alyona, who would just be ground up and 
spat back out. 

And in the end, wasn’t an empty shrug of indifference from some 
bored official just as bad as a contract kill, if they both 
left people dead? 

She tried to convince herself that it was. 

She didn’t exactly succeed. 

But she had to find an answer to these questions plaguing 
her, and soon. 

Vasili was awaiting her answer. 


Chapter Twenty-Six 


“Satoshi,” his mother said. “This is a pleasant surprise.” 

“Hi, Ma,” he said as he gave her a hug. He walked through the 
living room into the kitchen. “Wanted to stop by and see you. And to 
give you your medicine.” 

He removed the pill bottle from his pocket and placed it on the 
kitchen table. 

“Thanks, Satoshi. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Some of 
my friends at my mah-jongg club are having trouble getting their 
medications. They say it’s too expensive anymore, and insurance only 
covers part of it. Some of them are even thinking of turning to the 
streets to get it. Here, let me fix you some tea. Sit down.” 

Satoshi sat down at the table. “I know my bosses are doing their 
best to get it, but it’s getting harder. They’re cracking down on the 
generic stuff. And I hear the companies that make it are raising the 
price again.” 

“Honestly, I don’t know why the government or someone doesn’t 
just make it. If ever there was a place that needed it, it’s Japan.” 

“They tried that, Ma. The companies sued them over it. 
Remember?” 

“Companies can’t sue a country. That’s preposterous.” 

“Well ... it happens. That’s why there aren’t cheap cancer drugs.” 

His mother sniffed as she put a cup of green tea in front of him. 
“Stupid,” was all she said. 

Satoshi nodded. 

“Anyway ... have you talked to Akari recently?” his mother asked. 

He shook his head. 

“You should call her.” 

“T never know if she wants to talk to me or not.” 

“Why would you say that? You’re her big brother. You ... you 
practically raised her.” 

“T dunno. Sometimes she seems nervous around me. 
Uncomfortable.” 

“If you're talking about last time, she was nervous,” his mother 
said with a smile. “She was afraid you wouldn’t like that guy she 
brought around. Your approval is important to her.” 

“Are they still together?” 


“See, if you talked to her, you’d know. Yes, they are, and starting 
to look serious.” 

“Tll give her a call.” 

“You should maybe think about visiting her too.” 

“T don’t know, Hiroshima is a long way away.” 

“Maybe you and Hisoka can go when the baby comes. I heard they 
recommend keeping newborns out of the Tokyo air as much as 
possible.” 

“T heard that too. P’ll mention it to Hisoka. We'll have to see how 
she feels after.” 

His mother smiled her wan smile. “I have to say, I’m really looking 
forward to it. I can’t wait to see what little Satoshi looks like.” 

“T’m sure like any other baby.” 

His mother looked away, as if she could see the memories playing 
out on the wall beside her. “You were such a good baby. Always 
smiling. I remember how you rarely cried, even as an infant. You just 
sat there gurgling happily away.” 

“Sure, babies are great because they can’t move far. How was I 
as a kid?” 

“You were a good kid. Again, always smiling and happy. You’d talk 
to anyone, just happily chatter away. You were like that right up until 
... well ...” His mother trailed off, then looked down. She fell silent, 
and Satoshi thought she was going to cry. 

“Ancient history, Ma. Don’t—” 

“Tt’s not, though,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “You know, I 
always blamed myself for you. For how ... how you turned out.” 

“Oh, I don’t know, I think you did alright. I mean, I hold doors for 
women, say ‘please’ and ‘thank you,’ I always wash up before 
entering temples, I—” 

“You know what I mean. How you ... how you had to walk the 
Path because of me. To support us. I should have been the strong 
one, not you.” 

“Tt’s in the past, Ma.” 

“Tt’s not, though. Not really. You still walk the Path. I still worry 
about whether I’m just going to stop hearing from you someday, and 
know that it happened again. And soon you'll have a child and ... and 
what if someday you’re gone and your child ... it happens again with 
your child and ...” 

His mother broke down sobbing. Satoshi went to comfort her, 
putting his hands on her shoulders, then folding her into an awkward 
hug. She held on like a drowning person handed a lifeline. He held her 
until her sobbing had petered out to sniffles. 

“You can’t think like that, Ma. It’s not going to happen again. 
Besides, Hisoka and I are planning to move away. And then I can 


leave this behind me.” 

“Good, good. That’s smart.” 

“And we want you to come with us, too. It would do you good to 
get out of Tokyo.” 

“Certainly nothing keeping me here, except for you two.” 

“We'll talk soon, when we have a better idea of what our plans are. 
But for now there’s something I wanted to talk to you about.” He 
hesitated, unsure of how to proceed. “Look, I hate to do this ... but 
can you tell me what you know, about Dad? About what happened?” 

She blew her nose. “I don’t know.” 

“What do you remember about when he went missing?” 

“Satoshi, please don’t make me—” 

“Please, Ma, it’s important to me.” 

“T don’t know. Not much. There were a lot of frantic phone calls in 
the lead-up, between him and his crew. I don’t know what it was 
about, but I got the impression it wasn’t good.” 

“Do you know who he was talking to?” 

“T can’t say—his crew.” 

“Kumagai?” 

“T imagine.” 

“Did they say anything—” 

“What is this about, Satoshi? Is there a reason you’re 
stirring this up?” 

“T spoke with Kumagai recently. He said something about Dad’s 
death that got me thinking. Do you know anything about it?” 

“No.” 

“Did you hear any—” 

“Look, if Kumagai knows what happened, why don’t you ask him? 
Don’t make me relive it. It’s already caused me enough pain.” 

“T told you, Ma, I don’t want you blaming yourself for me.” 

“You’re sweet, Satoshi, traces of the boy you were. But you can’t 
convince me I wasn’t at fault.” 

Satoshi started to protest, but she shushed him and went on. 

“You're young yet, but I’m not. And I see now, how every decision 
has its impact. Like ripples on a pond that only grow bigger over time. 
Every time you hold someone close or push someone away, it has an 
effect. And sometimes, when we push our loved ones away, we don’t 
know what we’re pushing them toward.” 

His mother broke down sobbing again. Satoshi held her tight, 
to comfort her. 

And so that she wouldn’t see the tear forming in his eyes. 


Chapter Twenty-Seven 


[Car parked outside Torakichi Restaurant, Chiba; 6:49 p.m.] 


“Have you got a visual?” came the voice over the phone. 

“Yeah, I see the fat man, the Twins, and someone who looks like 
Tengu.” 

“Looks like? Or is?” 

“How the fuck should I know? They’re wearing respirators, makes 
it hard to see. The guy’s got Tengu’s haircut, near as I can tell.” 

“What are they doing?” 

“They’re just standing around in front of the restaurant.” 

“Do they look nervous, or suspicious in any way? Maybe like—” 

“What, like twiddling their mustaches? Come on, if they were 
going to pull some shit, you think they’d look nervous? If anything, 
they look pissed off that the boss has kept them waiting this long.” 

“Look, cut the sarcasm. Vasili has every reason to be pissed at 
Matsuo, and there’s a good chance he might try something tonight.” 

“T doubt it. He’s got to know we're watching him closely. There’s 
no way he’d be that reckless.” 

“He’s not reckless. But is he cunning and cold-blooded. So just 
keep your eyes peeled. Obinata said they left the site about twenty 
minutes ago. Should be here in a few minutes.” 

“Roger.” 

Once the speaker had hung up the phone, the man in the passenger 
seat asked, “Hideyoshi?” 

“Yeah.” 

“How do things look inside the restaurant?” 

“Didn’t say. Probably fine, it’s a restaurant. Matsuo and the 
others’ll be here soon.” 

“Good. I’m tired of waiting in this car.” 

They had been sitting in their cramped car for hours. Their spot 
gave them a view of the restaurant where the meet between Matsuo 
and Vasili was to go down. Vasili had asked for a sit-down to hammer 
out the terms of their arrangement regarding the new payments (“He’s 
going to beg me to be gentle when I assfuck him. No dice!” was how 
Matsuo had put it earlier). They had been staking out the restaurant 
since late afternoon to make sure Vasili’s people didn’t pull any shit. 


“You think they can see us in here?” 

“Not a chance. Not with this tint.” 

“T don’t know why they even need us here, if we’ve got Hideyoshi’s 
guys inside.” 

“Matsuo’s afraid of Vasili. Says he’s dangerous.” 

“Then why piss him off?” 

The man in the driver’s seat shrugged. “Who knows why the bosses 
do anything? Power games? Dick measuring?” 

“T’m just saying, if they—” 

“Look, they don’t pay us to do their thinking. Just to do 
what we’re told.” 


[Foreman’s trailer, HM Kensetsu, Chiba; 6:38 p.m.] 


“They're there now?” Obinata said into his phone. “Alright, 
we'll head out.” 

“What’s the rush?” Matsuo said from the sofa. “Let Vasili enjoy the 
slow pace of life out here in the countryside.” 

His men laughed. 

“But, I suppose we should get this over with,” Matsuo said, 
standing up. “What’s the word from the restaurant?” 

“Hideyoshi and his men are in place inside. Everything looks good. 
Kahae and the new guy are parked outside. Said they’ve got a visual 
on the fat man, the Twins, and some guy they think is Tengu.” 

“That fucking Tengu,” Shibaguchi said from over by the window. 
“T’d like to break his fucking beak off and shove it up his ass for that 
shit he pulled a few days back.” 

“Now, now,” Matsuo said, exiting the trailer. “Let’s play nice 
tonight. Vasili is already liable to be pissed that he lost out to me.” 

“Fuck that guy too,” Shibaguchi said. “His time has more than 
come and gone.” 

Matsuo looked up at the sky. It was a clear night out. One of the 
best in a long time. 

“Such a beautiful night,” Matsuo said, looking up. “So rare when 
you can actually see the stars!” 

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Shibaguchi’s head snap back to 
his left. Then he heard the report from the gunshot. He began to look 
around in confusion. To his right, he saw Obinata reach for his 
weapon, only to double over as the sounds of more gunshots reached 
him. And before he could realize what was happening, both of his 
guards were dead at his feet. He looked up to see shadows moving all 


around the deserted construction site. 

Shadows with guns. Every one of them trained on him. 

He held his hands up. The nearest shadow butted him hard in the 
gut with the end of a rifle. Then shoved him towards a waiting van 
parked behind a pile of steel rods. 

Matsuo turned around to see the shadows had partially lifted the 
black hoods covering their faces. 

They were smiling. 


[Car parked outside Torakichi Restaurant, Chiba; 6:54 p.m.] 


“Man, that Kameko sure is a piece, though.” 

“Who’s that?” 

“The woman with Vasili.” 

“Hard to tell with that overcoat and respirator on.” 

“Trust me. She’s hot.” 

“Ts he fucking her?” 

“Probably. If he ...” He trailed off when his phone started ringing. 
“Goddammit. Hello?” 

“Status?” asked Hideyoshi. 

“Still standing there. No sign of the boss.” 

“How do they look?” 

“Hard to see with their masks. But they’re pacing around, so I’d say 
impatient. Pissed off, maybe? Oh, wait, Vasili’s taking a phone call.” 

“Alright. Call as soon as they get here.” 


[HM Kensetsu, Chiba; 6:42 p.m.] 


“Get in the van,” said the lead shadow. 

Matsuo realized it was a woman. 

“Do you have any idea who—” 

He trailed off when she shot him in the knee, then began howling 
in pain as he slumped to the ground. 

“Get him in the van,” she said, motioning towards the others. 
“Take the other two to the secondary van and dispose of them.” 

Matsuo was in too much pain to resist at this point. He was only 
dimly aware of being manhandled into the back of the van by the 
others. He clutched at his ruined knee, with blood and bits of bone 


sticking out of it. It was only once he was inside the van that his voice 
caught in his throat. He started to struggle, but it was too late by then. 
The doors had already closed with him and two of the shadows 
inside with him. 

He looked around in horror. Every inch of the back of the van had 
been carefully sealed in plastic sheeting. The only objects inside the 
plastic womb were a flat wooden stretcher with arm and leg restraints 
on the floor, and a tray full of gleaming medical instruments. 

Matsuo tried to struggle, but the fight was ebbing out of him 
through his knee, along with a good deal of blood. The two shadows 
in the back soon had him strapped down to the stretcher, 
completely immobilizing him. 

“What do you want?” He meant for it to come out as a snarl, but 
instead it squeaked out. 

The woman from before took off her mask and looked at him. She 
seemed vaguely familiar, but it took a moment _ before 
realization set in. 

“You!” he said accusingly. 

“Me,” she said with a smile. 

She knocked on the wall behind the driver’s seat and the 
van took off. 


[Outside Torakichi Restaurant, Chiba; 6:49 p.m.] 


“You going to tell me what the plan is at some point?” Mei asked. 

“Oh, we’re almost done here,” Vasili said. “Shouldn’t 
be long now.” 

“Why am I here again?” 

“Keeping up appearances.” 

“Whatever. Who are we waiting for?” 

“Oh, we’re not actually waiting for anyone. Just a phone call.” 

“Wait, so you made me come all this way just to—” 

“Hang on, I’m getting the call.” 

“Un-fucking-believable,” Mei said, crossing her arms. 

Vasili walked away a little. “Yeah?” 

“What the fuck?” Matsuo fumed into the phone. “You know killing 
me is just going to put the suspicion squarely on you. Are you fucking 
stupid or something?” 

“What are you _ talking about?” Vasili said sweetly. 
“Tm miles away.” 

“They’re going to know it was you, since your bitch here is—” 


“Kameko is right here with me,” Vasili said. “At least, that’s what 
your people watching us think. Maybe I’ll have her wave to them.” 

“You won’t get away with killing me!” Matsuo snarled. 

“Nobody will suspect a thing. After all, it will look just like big bad 
serial killer got you.” 

“Certain people will know. Yoshii will know it was you. He’ll—” 

“Keep his mouth shut if he knows what’s good for him. Now he 
and I will share the secret you two once shared. And he’s got more 
riding on keeping it a secret than I do. Your closest friends will say 
nothing, do nothing, about your death.” 

“You motherfucker! You absolute piece of—” 

“Okay, buddy, ’m going to say goodbye now. I told you I’m not 
afraid to eat people alive.” 

With that, Vasili hung up the phone and slid it back into his 
pocket. Jun ambled over. 

“Everything alright?” 

Vasili nodded. 

“Shall I get the car?” 

“Eh, let’s give it another few minutes. For appearance’s sake.” 


[Car parked outside Torakichi Restaurant, Chiba; 7:02 p.m.] 


“Oh shit, what’s happening?” 

“What?” The guy in the driver’s seat didn’t even look up from his 
phone. He was tired of this shit. 

“He’s coming this way!” 

“Who? Oh shit.” 

He looked up to see Vasili walking straight for them. 

“Do you think he made us?” 

“T don’t know? How could he?” 

“Well, he’s coming straight for us!” 

Vasili walked around to the driver’s side of the car parked against 
the sidewalk. He leaned down and knocked on the window. 

“Hello there!” 

“What do we do? Do I answer it?” 

“I don’t know, maybe if we don’t he’ll go—” 

“T can hear you talking in there!” 

The driver looked at his partner in a panic. Then he rolled down 
the window. “Uh, hi.” 

The big man twisted his respirator to the side and leaned on the 
door. Then he heaved his massive upper body through the window. 


“Hi. We’re leaving. Tell your fucking boss that the deal’s off.” He 
stood up and started walking away, muttering loudly to himself as he 
went. “Won’t stand for this kind of treatment. No respect ...” 

“Oh shit,” the driver said. 

“Tm calling Obinata, tell him to hurry.” 

“T don’t know if that’ll work. He seemed pretty pissed. Where the 
hell is the boss?” 


[Black van driving along the Shuto Expressway bound for Tokyo; 
7:03 p.m.] 


Kameko finished sealing the phone and her other personal items away 
in a plastic bag, which she set aside. Then she began laying out her 
medical tools. She selected a scalpel and brought it close to Matsuo. 

“No, please ... ’ll give you anything you want!” 

Kameko smiled, then began cutting away his clothing. She had to 
roll him around some to get his shirt off, but finally succeeded in 
exposing his enormous belly. 

“T’ve got money! I’ll pay whatever you—” 

“At least try to go out with some dignity,” Kameko said. “Have a 
little pride.” 

With that, she began cutting away his pants and underwear. Soon 
the fat man was naked on the gurney, except for his socks and shoes. 

“Well, maybe you shouldn’t have that much pride,” Kameko said. 
She flicked his exposed penis with one finger. 

“Please, Pll pay you anything! Ill give you anything you want 
if you just—” 

“There’s no amount you could pay me to make me turn. Not 
against Vasili, and not against the syndicate. You? You're a 
traitor to both.” 

Matsuo was breathing heavily by this point. 

“The funny thing is, you’re going to die for someone else’s plan. 
Because I know you’re not smart enough to have come up with this 
shit yourself. This is more Yoshii’s style.” 

“Fuck you! It was my idea to ...” Matsuo caught himself in time. 

“Go on,” Kameko said. 

“Fuck you. We should have just killed you all and been 
done with it.” 

“Instead here you lie. About to be hoisted by your own petard. 
Then disemboweled upon it. Fucking idiot.” 

Matsuo said nothing. His lip quivered. 


“Unfortunately, your phony ’serial killer’ strangled the other 
victims, so now I’ve got to do the same to you. Which sucks, because I 
would really like for you to be awake for this.” 

“Yoshii and the others won’t stand for this,” Matsuo said. “They’ll 
know it was—” 

“They'll know and they won’t say shit. We’re about to kill you, 
mutilate your corpse, then toss your carcass in a dumpster. And you 
know what Yoshii is going to say about it?” 

Matsuo’s only answer was a tear that formed in his left eye. 

“He’s not going to say shit about it. You know it, I know it, and 
Vasili knows it. So let’s not pretend that your good buddy is going to 
stick his neck out for you in the least. Not if it means putting his own 
in a noose.” 

Matsuo just stared up at her. Tears were forming in his eyes. 

“Hey, no one said there was honor among thieves,” Kameko said 
with a shrug. She leaned in over top of him. “Okay, hold still. ’'m 
going to strangle you now.” 


[SUV driving along the Shuto Expressway bound for Tokyo; 7:26 p.m.] 


Mei had been staring out the window at the passing traffic since Vasili 
had told her what that was all about. She could feel his eyes glancing 
over at her occasionally, but she didn’t look back. 

“You want to talk about it?” Vasili asked. “Because is a little late 
now for second thoughts.” 

“T know. But I’m having them anyway. Was this really 
the right call?” 

Mei asked it more of herself than him, but he answered anyway. 

“For me it was. He killed two people close to me, and several 
others. Would have killed more. And if he threatened my operation ... 
more would die. People like your father.” 

“T know, but ... ’ve had to kill people before. But this time it feels 
different.” 

“Tt was the right decision, if that is any consolation.” 

“Yeah, probably. I don’t know, I still feel like I’ve lost my way.” 

“Lost your way? Is not possible.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“Because there is no path. No path but the one we make ourselves. 
The way ahead is too dark to see. No markers, no guiding lights. You 
have to navigate it yourself, the best you can with what you’ve got.” 

“Less than comforting.” 


“You want comfort? Go back the way you came. Back there is neat, 
tidy path that is safe and well-lit. Is perfect in every way. Except is 
going in wrong direction. And you know this. Otherwise you wouldn’t 
be here right now.” 

She sighed, then nodded. 

“I suppose so.” 

“T know so.” 

She didn’t say anything, just kept looking out the window. She saw 
him glancing at her in the reflection in the glass. 

“Don’t worry. It gets easier.” 

“Yeah. That’s what I’m worried about.” 

They were silent for a while, each staring out the windows on their 
own sides. Vasili was the one to eventually break the silence. 

“If it would make you feel better, we can stop for ice cream on 
the way back.” 

Mei didn’t respond immediately. After a moment she snorted, then 
started laughing despite herself. 

“Fuck you,” she said, smiling as she wiped away a tear. 


[Dumpster beside a Family Mart convenience store, between Ebisu Station 
and the New South Entrance of Shibuya Station; 4:49 a.m.] 


Akio wanted nothing more than to quit and go home for the day. He 
had worked a double shift between his job at the supermarket and his 
second job at Family Mart, and he still had to study. So when he saw 
the foot sticking out of the Family Mart dumpster, he decided then 
and there that he wasn’t going to deal with it. 

He dropped the trash bag on the ground and walked back inside 
the convenience store. 

“Shibasaki,” he called into the back. “Shibasaki!” 

“What?” 

“We’ve got a body in the dumpster.” 

“A what?” 

“T think there’s a naked guy in the dumpster!” 

“Well, just politely ask him to move along. You know the company 
protocol on this.” 

“Uh, I think you better handle this. I think he might be dead.” 

His manager emerged from the back. “What are you talking about? 
Just wake him up and send him on his way. I don’t see why you kids 
can’t just ...” He trailed off as he walked out the automatic doors. 

He ran back in after a few moments. 


“Call the police! It’s the Shibuya Killer! He’s left another body!” 


Chapter Twenty-Eight 


Masa watched the live feed from the camera. It was aimed at the 
patch of floor in front of the doorway to his “private quarters,” in the 
abandoned building where he was squatting. Hell, the camera was 
probably worth more than the entire condemned building and 
everything in it. The only light in the hallway was from the daylight- 
bright lighting display from the marquee of the pachinko parlor across 
the street, so he had the camera’s night-vision function enabled. 

The light dimmed as a shadow moved in front of the door. Then 
the person it belonged to came into view. Masa smiled. 

Satoshi. 

But then, who else would it be? 

Satoshi stopped in front of the door and stood there. Masa watched 
him as he removed his handgun and inserted a fresh magazine. Masa 
could only guess that Satoshi had already topped himself up with 
Dextro-MXE. Typical Satoshi. 

Satoshi stood there for a long while, eyes cast downwards. Just 
breathing. He didn’t look happy to be there. And yet, there he was. 
Satoshi, the good soldier, the loyal soldier. Just doing his duty. 

On the video feed, Masa watched Satoshi take a deep breath, then 
another. He watched him lean back from the door, then bring his foot 
down hard against the rotted wood. He saw splinters fly as Satoshi 
plunged into the room, gun drawn. Of course, if he had just tried the 
door, he would have found it unlocked. 

Masa smiled. 

He turned off the video feed to his phone and slipped the phone 
back into his pocket. Then he picked up his toolkit and began walking 
down the hallway. 


K*K* 


Satoshi checked the address Osammy had given him, then looked up 
at the building in front of him. 

This must be the shithole, he thought to himself. He wanted to rush 
up and get this over with. But no, he had to be careful now more than 
ever. Osammy himself had even said it was a trap. 


He circled the building, looking at everything carefully. It was an 
old run-down building located in Katsushika Ward, just over the 
border from Edogawa Ward a block in from the Arakawa River. 

At the point where the building stood, the tsunami of 5/13 had lost 
a lot of its momentum. But that didn’t mean it had petered out 
completely. Satoshi could see the high-water mark about fifteen feet 
up the side of the building, and he recalled what Hisoka had said 
about that day and how her father had saved her. Looking at the 
water mark now, it seemed unbelievable that anyone could 
have survived that. 

Satoshi was just about finished with his circuit when something 
caught his eye. It was a motorcycle that had been wedged in between 
two vehicles in the alley beside the building. 

He had seen this bike before. In fact, he had been there when Masa 
had stolen it from outside a bar. He had wanted to get back at the 
owner for looking at him funny, or something. Or maybe he had just 
wanted the bike. 

He must be here, then, Satoshi thought. But just in case, he removed 
one of the GPS tracking units he had with him. He peeled off the 
adhesive backing to expose the quick-bonding glue, then he affixed 
the device to the underside of the mud guard over the rear tire, well 
out of sight. If Masa somehow got away, he’d at least have a way 
to track him. 

Satoshi jimmied the front door open, then entered the building. He 
climbed the stairs and soon found himself in front of the doorway to 
Room 503. He inserted a magazine into his handgun and stood there, 
outside the door. He took a few deep breaths to calm himself for 
whatever lay in wait on the other side of the door. The Dextro-MXE 
was already starting to take effect, as time began to dilate and 
organize itself into discrete moments. 

Breathe in. 

Breathe out. 

Breathe in. 

He was ready. As ready as he’d ever be for this. 

He leaned back, then brought his weight down on the door 
through his foot. The door exploded inward and he bolted through it, 
scanning the room. 

Nothing. 

He moved down the hallway quickly and efficiently, checking his 
corners, clearing each room before moving on. 

He made it to the last room, but Masa wasn’t there. 

In this room, he found evidence that someone had been there 
recently. There were a sleeping bag and a few camping supplies. In 
one corner was a stack of plastic bento boxes that were beginning to 


smell. Signs of a life on the run. 

Satoshi did another thorough sweep of the apartment. The only 
other thing he found was a small black leather notebook wrapped 
with a cord. He opened it and began flipping through it. A It 
contained Masa’s barely legible handwriting. number of addresses and 
phone numbers had been jotted down in Masa’s barely legible 
handwriting, along with a few scrawled notes and longer messages. He 
figured he’d start reading it while he waited for Masa to return. 

He couldn’t very well wait inside and expect Masa to blunder back 
in. Not with that shattered door, at any rate. So he walked downstairs 
two flights and situated himself in a hallway. It was dim, and he 
moved back far enough that Masa wouldn’t be able to see him down 
the dark hallway. 

Now he just had to wait for Masa to return. With the Dextro-MXE 
coursing through him, that was going to be a long wait. 

After a while, he felt his phone buzzing inside his coat pocket. It 
was Hisoka calling. He debated whether to answer, but since he 
couldn’t hear any other sound in the building, he figured he was safe 
for the moment. 

“Hello?” 

“Satoshi?” 

Hisoka’s voice sounded so tiny and frail through the phone. Afraid. 

“Baby, I can’t talk right now. I’m so close to finding 
Masa. I'll be—” 

“No, you’re not,” she said. Her voice broke into a sob on the last 
word. “Satoshi, he’s here.” 

Satoshi felt as if the wind had been knocked out of his lungs. He 
tried to reply, but he couldn’t draw breath to form the words. 

“Masa’s here.” 

“No.” It was all he could manage to say. “No, no.” 

There was the sound of a scuffle on the other side. 

“Yes!” came Masa’s voice through the phone. 

Then the line went dead. 


Chapter Twenty-Nine 


“Where the fuck is your boss?” Yoshii growled into his phone. “I’ve 
been calling Matsuo all night with no answer.” 

“T don’t know,” Hideyoshi replied. “He never showed to his meet 
with Vasili last night. Nobody’s heard from him or the guys he was 
with. They just ... vanished.” 

“What the fuck do you mean they vanished? From the meet?” 

“They never showed. We had eyes on Vasili and his people the 
whole time. But Matsuo and the men with him disappeared. I’ve had 
my guys searching the construction site where he was last seen, but so 
far nothing.” 

“You think Vasili had something to do with this?” 

“T doubt it. The Twins were with him, and he was waiting outside 
the restaurant the whole time. Plus, he had no idea where to even find 
Matsuo. We were careful.” 

“Not careful enough, apparently,” Yoshii snarled. “Have him call 
me as soon as he turns up.” 

If he turns up, he thought as he hung up the phone. Because this 
wasn’t like Matsuo. Not one bit. Especially not when it was Yoshii 
calling. He sat and stewed for a bit. Finally, he decided it wasn’t worth 
working himself into a frenzy over, so he let it go. Matsuo would 
turn up soon. 

And he did. The next morning, in fact, when his face was plastered 
all over the morning news as the serial killer’s latest victim. Yoshii sat 
staring at the television, quaking with rage. He barely noticed his 
phone ringing until it stopped and started up again. 

“What?” 

“Boss!” Kaza practically shouted into the receiver. “I don’t know if 
you’ve seen, but I want you to know this wasn’t us! We 
would never—” 

“My best friend was just murdered in cold blood and your first 
thought is for yourself?” 

“T ... I’m sorry, but I just wanted you to know that—” 

“T know it wasn’t you, fool! Not even you are this stupid.” 

“Who do you think—” 

“Who else?” Yoshii said, rubbing his eyes. “It was Vasili. He must 
have found out.” 


“What do you want me to do? Do we hit back?” 

Yoshii thought for a while. “No. Not yet. The shacho’s meeting is 
tonight. I need time to think this through.” 

“SO ...2?” 

“So you and your men sit tight. Be on alert in case they traced it 
back to you.” Something occurred to Yoshii just then. “What about the 
doctor? Where is he?” 

“Tomimoto’s been trying to reach him since we saw the news. But 
he’s not answering.” 

“He talked.” Yoshii said it with absolute certainty. It had to have 
been the doctor. 

“You want me to go after him?” 

“The police probably have him now. You can’t touch him. Just stay 
on alert and wait for my signal.” 

“Yes, bo—” 

Yoshii hung up on him. He sat there staring at the images of his 
former friend flickering on the screen. A picture of Matsuo from a few 
years back, smiling as he stood next to Yoshii. An image of a dumpster 
behind a convenience store. A picture of Matsuo’s heavily pixelated 
corpse laid out on a sheet in a back alley. The pixels hid the details, 
but the flashes of red and pink in the pixelated areas showed the 
extent to which he had been mutilated. 

He ignored a call from Miyagi. Yoshii kept staring at the screen. He 
was soon lost in fantasizing about the terrible things he would do to 
Vasili Loginovski at the first chance he got. Every muscle of his body 
tensed and quivered as he pictured every violation he would visit 
upon his enemy. 

It would be darkly malevolent and black and twisted and bloody. 

It would be glorious. 


Mei sat on one side of the interrogation table, across from the good 
doctor. She and her people had just picked him up as he was arriving 
at home. He looked surprised, and didn’t even have the foresight to 
ask why he was being brought in. That was a great way to look guilty. 

Mei thought about how much of her time had been spent in these 
interrogation rooms recently. The answer was more than she would 
have liked to admit. 

The doctor stared back at her without flinching. Could be any 
number of reasons for that, Mei thought. He was from a world where 
violence was only something that happened in movies. Whereas those 
who walked the Path and others who dwelled in the underworld were 


used to it, expected it, here was a man whose life had never brought 
him in contact with such abuses. Men like him existed in the same city 
as everyone else, yet worlds apart. 

Of course, the doctor could very well be innocent too, which 
would account for his demeanor. But then, that remained to be seen. 
Without taking her eyes off him, Mei pressed record on the tape 
recorder between them. 

“Well, I must say, Dr. Takasu. You’re lucky to be alive.” 

“Ts that a threat?” 

“A threat? Oh, no. It’s just that you’re lucky we got to you first, 
before Yoshii’s people did.” 

“T don’t know who that is.” 

“So you didn’t work with him _ directly? Just the 
people under him?” 

“Look, why don’t you just lay out the charges against me? I would 
like to know what you're accusing me of.” 

“T have reason to believe you are involved in the serial killer 
slayings that have been going on recently.” 

He laughed. “That’s preposterous. I’m a doctor, not a killer.” 

“You can be both. In fact, many serial killers display above-average 
intelligence.” 

“As a doctor, it’s my job to help people, not butcher them.” 

“And as police, that’s our job as well. But I can tell you that that’s 
not always how things turn out in these interrogation cells.” 

She pointed at the table in front of them. The doctor looked down, 
to see the faint reddish stains in the wooden tabletop. He looked back 
at her, his eyes wide behind his expensive wire-rimmed glasses. 

“Are you threatening me?” 

“No. I’m not going to do anything to you. Not physically. ’m just 
saying that sometimes plans can go awry. We set out with the best of 
intentions, but before you know it, people are getting killed and it’s all 
your fault.” 

“This is ridiculous. There is no proof for such an outlandish 
accusation, and I will not dignify any such claims. I won’t say another 
word to you until ’ve spoken to my attorney.” 

Mei sighed and spread her hands out in a you got me gesture. 
“You’re right, I don’t have any conclusive evidence. And if your 
testimony doesn’t prove valuable, then my case is pretty much 
fucked.” 

“Please, language.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry to offend you. See, in that case, there’ll be nothing I 
can do except release you. Of course, the press is always hounding me 
for information, and I’ve been dodging them so far. But I think Pl talk 
to them now, say you were a suspect, briefly, but that you’ve been 


released.” 

“If you’re trying to slander my good reputation, I’ll have you know 
it won’t work. My lawyers will—” 

“Oh, it’s not about hurting your reputation. No, see, it’s just about 
getting the word out that you’ve been released from police custody.” 

He looked at her with a changed expression. And maybe just a 
hint of fear. 

“See, if you had been mixed up with some people you shouldn’t 
have been mixed up with, they would be very interested to know that 
you’re no longer under police protection. That’s the thing about 
people on the Path. They’re secretive, don’t like tourists who walk the 
Path for a bit with them to go off talking about it. So they’d be pretty 
quick to silence you any way they could.” 

The good doctor didn’t say anything. He had gone a shade paler, 
and it looked like he was having a little more trouble swallowing than 
before. 

“Of course, since you don’t associate with those people, you’ve got 
nothing to worry about. You and your wife Nami and your two 
daughters should be totally safe. Seeing as how you have nothing to 
fear from these people.” 

He looked like he wanted to say something but didn’t dare. 

“And to show you that I’m a good sport, I’ll even tell the press that 
you were especially helpful to the investigation right before we release 
you. That’s something that would earn a collaborator in any illicit shit 
an especially painful execution. Luckily, you have nothing to worry 
about. You, and your family.” 

Mei stood up and began walking to the door. 

“Wait!” 

She turned around. He looked practically frantic. 

“Let’s talk.” 


Chapter Thirty 


Vasili slowly dressed for Eriko’s dinner, trying not to think about all 
the loose ends out there that could come back to strangle him. 

As he buttoned his crisp white shirt, he pushed thoughts of Masa 
and his hit on Chobei from his mind. 

As he pulled on his tailored black pants, he tried to ignore the dull 
thud of dread behind his temples telling him that Chobei was pulling 
them into a war. 

As he tied his black tie (a funeral color in Japan, worn as a show of 
respect for Matsuo), he tried not to think of the jeopardy he had put 
himself in by taking Matsuo out. 

And as he stared at the impeccably dressed man in the mirror, he 
tried not to dwell on how tired and haggard he looked. Certainly a far 
cry from his younger days, from the man who had fought and clawed 
his way up to his lofty perch over the city. 

In fact, now he looked positively frail enough to topple. 

He straightened his tie and walked downstairs to Jun and Kameko, 
who were waiting by the SUV. 

“You look wonderful!” Kameko said when she saw him approach. 
“A real Russian bear!” 

“Thanks,” he said with a thin smile. 

He didn’t bother to tell her that Russian bears were scarce now. 
They were hunted for food. 

Kameko tried to talk business with him on the ride over, but he 
begged off for another day. He’d worry about that when he knew that 
there would be another day. He just wanted to enjoy the view of the 
city on the way over. To just enjoy the bright lights of Tokyo at night 
without thinking about all the dirt they concealed. They rode mostly 
in silence. 

When they arrived at Eriko’s house, he gave both Jun and Kameko 
bear hugs before sending them away. She gave him a reassuring smile, 
and then they were off. There were no guards or security allowed at 
Eriko’s dinners, save for her own men. 

Vasili adjusted a cufflink as he walked through the lavish home. As 
he went, he allowed himself to admire the stone house he had helped 
her build. It was magnificent. 

His good mood lasted until he came out into the reception hall to 


see Yoshii standing off to the side with a drink in his hand. He 
approached Vasili as soon as he saw him. 

“There you are,” Yoshii said, almost accusatorily. 

“Here I am,” Vasili agreed. 

“Anything you want to say to me?” Yoshii said. “Anything about 
Matsuo?” 

Vasili shrugged. “I already sent you that message. I trust it got 
through.” 

Yoshii’s eyes widened, and he looked furious. But he said nothing, 
only nodded. 

“Truly terrible news about Matsuo,” Vasili went on. “I can only 
imagine how much you must want to catch this serial killer now that 
he’s gone after someone so close to you.” 

Vasili saw Yoshii’s jaw clench. Saw the flash of rage pass through 
his eyes before he was able to extinguish it. They both had to watch 
what they said now, and they knew it. 

“Yes. A terrible tragedy. I truly hope that whoever is responsible 
gets everything that they deserve.” 

“Well ... ’m sure someday they will,” Vasili said with a faint smile. 
“In a strange way, I think his death will bring us closer together. Now 
we’re both bound by this secret. Is like ... what is term? Mutually 
assured destruction, yes? Keep the faith, or we both die.” 

“There are other ways of making sure secrets stay buried,” Yoshii 
said. “But I have to ask: what the fuck was your drivel from the last 
meeting about? Just bullshit? Or were you playing a long con, getting 
us to lower our guard?” 

Vasili shook his head. “No. Is something I am really thinking 
about. I never said no killing, just justified killing. And this? This was 
justified.” 

Their glowering contest probably would have gone on indefinitely, 
had Kuroda not called them to order. The bosses began slowly filing 
into the dining room, and Vasili found his seat between Takabe and 
Nobunaga. 

“Enjoying Yoshii’s company, I see,” Takabe said wryly. 

“Well, I figure he must be getting lonely now without Matsuo.” 

“What a true friend you are,” Nobunaga said. “Say, what did 
happen to Matsuo?” 

Vasili shrugged. “Looks like he messed with a better killer.” 

With a wave of her hand, Eriko silenced the chatter from up on the 
stage, where she sat facing the two tables of bosses from her 
wheelchair. She quieted a few holdouts chatting away with a 
withering glare, then began speaking. 

“T have served as the head of this organization for nearly twenty- 
five years. I wouldn’t have traded this time for anything else in the 


world. But now I fear I must step down, having grown too old and 
infirm to lead. There must be fresh blood. And believe me, tonight 
there will be fresh, hot blood. As well as new leadership. 

“Tve learned a great many things in my time as the head of this 
organization. For one, you should keep your friends close, and your 
enemies buried so deep they can’t come back to haunt you.” 

Many of the bosses smiled at that, and glasses were raised. 

“T’ve learned the importance of alliances. When to forge them, and 
when to break them. I have renewed appreciation for the importance 
of people. Likewise, when to forge them, and when to break them. But 
most of all, I have learned the importance of solidarity. Of a group of 
people coming together for a common cause. That ... that is what the 
Kaisha is. A group of people who come together for a common cause. 
Despite personal differences. Despite ego and 
different approaches. Why?” 

She looked around the room as if seeking the answer. 

“We do it because we are stronger together than we could be on 
our own. Individually we are weak, but collectively we are 
unstoppable.” 

Glasses were raised and words of encouragement were 
shouted at that. 

“And now, allow me the honor of indulging myself on my way out. 
A feast. In remembrance of all that has come before, in anticipation of 
what comes next.” 

Waiters appeared and began distributing plates around to the 
assembled bosses. When his plate was placed before him, Vasili saw 
one of the most exquisitely arranged plates of sashimi he had ever 
seen. It contained delicate, wafer-thin slices of a fish that was silver 
around the edges, with a dark blue tinge in its center. 

Vasili heard Takabe chuckle next to him as he received his own 
plate. 

“Fugu. Motherfucker. Wouldn’t put it past her to poison us all on 
her way out.” 

“Yeah, maybe she wants us all to be buried with her,” Nobunaga 
said from the other side. “Like the Egyptian pharaohs buried with 
their servants.” 

Once the plates had been set, Eriko continued. 

“The fugu, or pufferfish, is a delicious dish that must be prepared 
with great care and attention to detail. It takes an expert many years 
of diligent study to be able to prepare the fugu with confidence. The 
fish must be carefully cut open and disemboweled to remove the 
organs. Go too deep, and the organs will be cut and release their 
toxins into the flesh. The chef must walk a fine line to prepare it 
perfectly. Enjoy!” 


Takabe was saying something in one ear, but Vasili was only half- 
listening. He was watching Eriko to see if she took a bite of the dish 
before he did. Only when he saw her lift a thin sliver of the sashimi to 
her lips did he do the same. 

The bosses chatted as they ate. Vasili glanced around to see many 
of them happily lapping up the delicacy they had been served. Uchida 
happened to catch his glance. She smiled a thin, knowing smile. 
He looked away. 

After some time had passed, the waiters replaced the sashimi 
plates with a miso soup course. This was followed by a daikon salad. 

Once this course had been finished, the waiters took the plates but 
didn’t bring out another course. At this point, Eriko resumed her 
address. 

“Well, I hope you are enjoying your meals. You might be 
wondering why the sashimi course came first. Well, let’s 
talk about that. 

“You see, the interesting thing about the fugu is that it’s not 
poisonous by nature. No, it accumulates the tetrodotoxin in its body 
from eating other, smaller animals full of bacteria containing this 
toxin. The fugu itself builds up an immunity from swallowing this 
poison all its life. But it harbors its deadly secret inside—until it is 
attacked. And then, in death, this natural assassin releases its toxins, 
killing its killer. It’s starkly beautiful, in a cruel way. 

“Now, you must all be wondering, why is this bitch going on about 
fish when we just want to hear who is going to be in charge?” 

This elicited some nervous laughter. 

“This is just my elaborate lead-in for telling you that not all of you 
are going to survive this dinner. But the ones that do will be 
stronger for it.” 

This was followed by more nervous laughter as uneasy glances 
were cast about. 

“That wasn’t a joke.” 

The laughter died abruptly. The bosses were staring up at Eriko. 
She stared back at them all, unblinking. 

“Let’s talk about trust. And betrayal. And the price of betrayal. And 
what happens to those that betray.” 

Vasili’s breath caught in his throat. He felt simultaneously hot and 
cold. Sweat began forming on his overheated brow, while the base of 
his spine tingled. 

“Do you know what that feels like? Do you know what guilt and 
remorse feel like? I’m sure everyone here has experienced them 
before. The dizziness, nausea, even difficulty in breathing that comes 
from the shame of knowing you turned against your own. Your pulse 
quickens even as you become exhausted from maintaining the lie. 


Your head pounds and you grow short of breath, the price of 
maintaining the facade behind which you operate. 

“In fact, it feels exactly like the effects of the tetrodotoxin found in 
the organs of the fugu you just ate. But don’t worry. The pufferfish 
you all ate was safely prepared. Except for one dish. 

“One of you has been poisoned.” 

The room was perfectly still. Nobody dared to speak. Eriko gazed 
around at the assembled bosses. She looked grim and serious as death. 
But Vasili could tell she was enjoying herself. He just wished he could 
say the same for himself. He felt dizzy and sick to his stomach. 

“One of you has betrayed my trust. You have gone against my 
fundamental commandments. And for that you must die.” She looked 
around the room. 

“Unless ...” 

She let the word hang. 

Vasili was on fire now. He clasped his hands together to prevent 
them from shaking. He tried breathing as quietly as possible, but felt 
he was still sucking in air in ragged gasps. Sweat beaded up on his 
brow and ran down his back. 

“Unless you confess your crime. Tetrodotoxin poisoning can be 
cured. But you don’t have much time. You can feel your throat 
tightening. Soon, the toxin will render you completely unable to 
breathe. You will die in your seat, suffocated by your own treachery. 

“So I ask you: what will it be? Confess and be saved? Or remain 
silent and have the breath stolen from your body? You know who you 
are. And you know you're running out of time.” 

Eriko swept the room with her frosty gaze. Her glance stopped on 
Vasili, and she smiled. It was a cold, vicious smile. 

Vasili’s throat closed tighter. 


The Heart of the Machine 
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Every beginning ends something. 
—Paul Valéry 


The Past 


Mei watched Edogawa go by from the passenger seat in stunned 
silence. Could this still be Tokyo? It looked like a warzone. She had 
heard stories about this place, and what the tsunami had done to it. 
How the ward had been largely abandoned after the flooding of 5/13. 
But nothing could have prepared her for this. 

The buildings looked largely abandoned. Broken, jagged windows 
stared out from hulking concrete corpses. Some of the one- and two- 
story buildings had been caved in from the force of the waters that 
swept through here. Rocks and debris had been deposited seemingly 
at random at different corners, where the water had surged into 
buildings and deposited whatever had been caught up in the wave. In 
places, Mei saw the skeletons of rusted-out vehicles stacked on top of 
one another, and trees that had been snapped in half. 

The driver noticed her expression. 

“First time out here in the badlands, Rook?” 

“Don’t call me that. My name’s—” 

“Actually, I don’t want to know,” the driver said. “No offense. It’s 
just easier for me if I don’t know your name. Psychologically.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“Well, when you get shot—which statistically speaking is a sixty- 
forty proposition out here—it’s easier for me if I don’t associate a 
name with a face.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Sorry. It’s how it works out here.” 

“Why are we out here?” Mei said. “Why doesn’t the Edogawa 
branch handle this shit?” 

“They handle as much as they can. But every now and then, they 
call on the other wards for help. Shibuya’s turn was up.” 

“Don’t we have riot police for this shit?” 

“Sometimes. But we’re a little short-staffed at the moment. Two of 
our four teams got chewed up in a firefight. Now we’re pulling bodies 
from wherever we can to make up the shortfall. Sorry, guess I should 
say ‘officers,’ not ‘bodies.” 

“Yd appreciate it. How do you think today will go?” she asked, 
trying to keep the quaver of fear from her voice. 

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry. Only about one job in four ends in a 
shootout these days.” 


“Damn.” 

“Yup. At least the odds are in our favor.” 

“Why not just shut it all down? Relocate the people out of here?” 

“Well, they’ve tried that. Couple of times. Only they don’t have a 
place to put them, or the money to do it properly. So people keep 
coming back. And a lot of the gangs have moved in, now that they 
know the local government and law enforcement are powerless out 
here. I’ll bet half of these blown-out windows were caused by drug lab 
explosions or gun fights.” 

“Jesus.” 

“Who?” 

“Never mind.” 

“Point is, it’s a whole new world out here.” 

The convoy of police vans soon arrived at its destination. They 
pulled over to the side of a mostly empty street and parked against the 
curb. Though from the looks of things, they probably could have 
circled up in the middle of the street without being in the way. They 
drew into a circle as everyone finished gearing up. 

“Alright, listen up! My name is Ishikawa, I will be your tour guide 
as we explore the deepest circles of hell!” 

That elicited a few chuckles from the group of six officers facing 
him. Mei didn’t join in. 

“Our target today is Aina Uchida. Wanted on suspicion of offing 
her former boss, Mikio Yuhara, to take control of his territory.” 

“Pfft, good riddance!” someone called out. 

“Agreed! However, as murder police, it is our job to punish people 
who do things like that. Which is why we’re here today. Now, you 
may have noticed you’re all wearing riot gear. Some of you may have 
noticed that you have been issued semiautomatic weaponry. This may 
have given you the false impression that there will be a shootout 
today. That is not the case! I want this arrest to go off without a single 
shot fired, understood?” 

Murmurs. Head nods. 

“Good! If engaged, you will return fire. Under no circumstances 
are you to engage yourself unless the threat is imminent. And I mean 
imminent. There better be a fucking gun in your face before you even 
think about firing shots. Because you may feel badass standing here in 
your body armor, but believe me, we are just tourists here. If shots are 
fired, don’t count on getting out alive. Understood?” 

They nodded. 

“Okay, then—you two, front entrance. You, back entrance. That 
leaves you three with me, heading into the belly of the beast.” 

Mei’s heart began pounding and she started feeling lightheaded 
when she was lumped in with this last group. 


“Intel says she has her headquarters on the third floor, so up we 
go. I want: Quick! Tight! Surgical! Precision! Let’s go!” 

They lined up by the door. One of the door team members pointed 
to a CCTV camera covering the front entrance. Mei’s heart sank. They 
knew the police were coming. 

Ishikawa counted down with his fingers, and when he was done, it 
was go time. The door team led them in, then fell back, and it was just 
their group of four plunging into the dark building. 

All the doors to the first-floor hallway were closed. Only eight 
shafts of light penetrated the gloom, from the headlamps and gun- 
mounted lights of each member. They headed to the staircase at the 
back of the hall quickly and efficiently. The stairs were empty, so they 
proceeded to the second floor. 

Here there were several doors open, allowing some pale light to 
filter in. They were able to see better here, at the risk of more 
openings for surprise. The team quickly moved from doorway to 
doorway, clearing each one before moving on. The place seemed to be 
an abandoned office building. Some of the rooms still contained office 
furniture and ancient IT equipment. In one, she saw rats nesting in a 
hollowed-out computer behind a busted monitor. In another room, the 
office equipment had been piled in the center and set alight, scorch 
marks extending to the walls and ceiling. 

When each room had been cleared, they moved onwards and 
upwards to the third floor. Mei’s heart was thumping painfully in her 
chest, and she could hear her labored breathing behind the plastic 
face mask. If an attack was coming, it would be coming here. 

They secured the floor room by room, until they came to the last 
room at the end. Ishikawa took point, counting down with his fingers, 
then nodded to the officer closest to him. He lifted his leg and leaned 
in towards the door, bringing his full weight down right beside the 
doorknob. The rotting wood splintered and the door swung open. 

They moved into the room to find a man and a woman, already 
standing with their hands in the air against the wall. 

“Fucking took you long enough,” the woman said with a grin. 

It was Uchida, judging from the photos Mei had seen. She kept her 
hair cut in what looked like an asymmetrical bob that gave her a 
strange look. Or maybe that was just her pale skin, sunken eyes, and 
the way her mouth twitched to one side in a semi-smile. The overall 
effect struck Mei as being akin to staring at a hollow-eyed skull 
that smirked back. 

“On the floor! Now!” Ishikawa bellowed as the four of them 
streamed into the room. 

The two complied. 

“There’s another one in—” 


“Shut up! On the floor! Down!” 

The two did as they were told, dropping to their knees with their 
hands still in the air. On the other side of the room came a sound from 
behind a closed door, then the door swung open suddenly. Mei froze. 

“They here yet?” came a voice from behind the door. “Or do we—” 

That was as far as he got. The officer closest to him swung his 
weapon over, raking the wall and the door with a burst of automatic 
fire. The door exploded into splinters. Ishikawa nudged what was left 
of the door out of the way with his foot to reveal a man writhing on 
the ground. 

“You fuckers! I tried to tell you there was one more here!” Uchida 
shouted from the ground where she was being cuffed. 

“Goddamn,” Ishikawa said. He reached for his radio. “Dispatch, 
this is Ishikawa. Target secure. We need a medical team out 
here stat. Over.” 

There was some static. “What is your location?” 

“Edogawa, 2-chome, 16-11. By the four-way intersection.” 

More static. “That’s a negative. We cannot send medics to that 
location. You will have to transport your wounded out of the 
restricted zone. Recommend transport to Ichimori Hospital over the 
bridge in Koto Ward. I can alert them that you’re coming. Over.” 

Ishikawa cursed under his breath, then into his radio he said, 
“Please do. Over.” 

Ishikawa stood there, as if uncertain. Mei walked over. 

“He’ll never make it,” she said softly. 

Uchida seemed to hear and looked up from where she lay 
handcuffed. 

Ishikawa shook his head. “We’ve got to secure the site before 
moving. We’re not authorized to make a return trip. We'll have to do 
what we can to help him hold on.” He turned to the others. “You, help 
me carry him. You two, walk them down.” 

Soon they were assembled out in front of the building. Ishikawa 
and two others searched the premises for evidence. Mei looked at the 
man who had been shot. For some reason, he had been handcuffed, 
with his arms underneath him. The officer who had shot him was 
trying to apply pressure to the wound. He looked up at Mei as she 
approached. 

“T didn’t mean to. I swear, it was an accident. I just got spooked.” 

“Tt’s okay.” 

“Do you have medical training?” 

“Just the basics.” 

“Me too,” he said, looking back at the man. “I don’t think he’1I last 
until the hospital.” 

“Do what you can.” 


“Watch him for me, will you?” the man asked. “There are some 
medical supplies in the van.” With that, he took off running. 

Mei looked at the man. Blood welled up from bullet holes strafed 
across his chest. His breathing was shallow and ragged. His eyes were 
open, but glassy and unfocused. Or so she thought, until his head 
tilted and his gaze focused on her. He coughed, spitting up blood in 
the process. 

“Hold on,” Mei mouthed. 

He blubbered, and began crying. He coughed up more blood in 
dark clots. Mei turned him on his side. Even at that, he’d probably 
choke in a few minutes. 

“Hey!” Uchida said. 

She was kneeling on the ground a foot or two away from the dying 
man. Mei looked her way. 

Uchida motioned towards her man next to her. “Finish him.” 

“What?” 

“Kill him.” 

“T can’t do that. We’ll be out of here soon. Just hold on.” 

“You said it yourself, he’ll never make it to the hospital. He’ll 
choke to death, if he doesn’t bleed out first. He’s suffering. At least 
have the decency to put him out of his misery.” 

Mei backed up, her hands held in front of her. “I can’t do that. I 
can’t just shoot someone who’s lying there defenseless.” 

“You assholes already shot him. Now finish the job. Don’t just let 
him lie here until he drowns in his own blood.” Uchida’s eyes were 
glistening. “Don’t half-kill him and walk away because you’re too 
chickenshit to finish the job. Be a fucking human and end his 
suffering” 

“Look, Pll get my commanding officer, see what we can 
do for him.” 

Mei turned and began walking towards the other officers milling 
about. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Uchida moving. She 
turned around in time to see Uchida scoot over top her fallen soldier 
and wedge his head between her thighs. 

“Sorry, Hirohito,” Uchida said. “You deserve better than this.” 

With that, she gave a great wrenching twist with her whole body, 
snapping his neck. The man’s struggling ceased, and she backed up off 
of him. Her pants were wet with blood. Her right cheek streaked 
with a tear. 

Mei was too shocked to move. Finally, anger welled up inside her, 
sending her into motion. 

“What the fuck was that? You kill a guy in front of a police officer? 
How stupid can you be?” 

“How heartless can you be? He wasn’t going to survive, just suffer 


more. And you were going to let him because you’re too much of a 
coward to do the right thing.” 

The other officer came jogging back over, a half-unwrapped 
bandage wrap in hand and more supplies tucked under one arm. He 
came to a stop when he saw the man on the ground lying still. 

“Oh, man, did he ...” 

Mei looked at Uchida, who didn’t return her gaze. Then she looked 
up at her fellow officer. 

“He didn't make it.” 

The man looked ready to cry. He nodded and staggered back 
toward the van. 

Uchida looked up at Mei with anger in her eyes. She spat on the 
ground and shook her head. 

“And you think you’re the good guys,” Uchida hissed venomously. 
“You're barely even human.” 


Chapter One 


“Confess!” 

The word echoed throughout the room, reverberating against every 
surface before crashing into Vasili. With every breath he drew, Vasili’s 
lungs grew tighter and tighter. His pulse raced, even as he felt his 
blood turning to sludge. The room swam before him, sharp details just 
out of reach of his burning wits. He wanted to glance at Takabe and 
Nobunaga to either side of him. But he dared not look for fear that if 
they saw his face, they would know it was him. 

He drank cool water from his glass, but it did little to quench the 
fire within. It hurt to even swallow, and only served to make him 
shorter of breath. He tried not to gasp aloud as he sucked in air. 

“You know who you are,” Eriko said from the podium. “Do you 
feel that? Even as we speak, your guilty conscience is quickening your 
pulse. Your heart is pounding in terror and your breathing is 
becoming labored. And with each beat of your heart, the poison is 
circulated further throughout your body. It’s seeping into every 
muscle, every fiber, every cell. Soon you’ll be unable to breathe. Killed 
by your own conscience. With some help from me, of course.” 

As his mind crumbled inside his skull, Vasili tried to puzzle out 
how it had happened. How did she know? He suspected it was the hit 
on Chobei. That little secret had been allowed to fester and grow far 
too long out in the open. It wouldn’t surprise him if it had 
metastasized by now. Hell, the only real surprise was that it had held 
off this long before surfacing. He couldn’t really blame Eriko for 
killing him over that. Fool or not, Chobei was still her son. 

Of course, it could have been for killing Matsuo. But he didn’t 
think this was too likely. Certainly not impossible, but considering 
how recent it was, he’d be surprised if she had been able to find out so 
quickly. Yoshii wouldn’t have dared to expose him, because doing so 
would have left him open too. No, highly unlikely. She must have 
found out about the hit on Chobei. But how? 

He almost laughed out loud thinking about it. He would done so, 
too, except that would only make it harder to breathe. He didn’t know 
exactly how it had happened. But there had been plenty of 
opportunities. Masa had been allowed off the leash for too long. He 
had had too much time, and too many chances, to tell someone. 


As breathing became more of a struggle and his brain overheated, 
Vasili came to a decision. 

He would confess. 

There would be no mercy from his erstwhile friend and boss. He 
couldn’t expect that. All he could do now was confess, and ask 
forgiveness. He probably had time left for that at least. He took a deep 
breath, with great difficulty, and prepared to deliver his own eulogy. 
But before he could speak, he heard a voice from the end of the room. 

“Alright, I did it! I confess!” 

All heads, including Vasili’s, turned to the end of the table on the 
opposite side of the room. There he saw Takeuchi staggering 
to his feet. 

“T tried to have Chobei killed!” 

Shock reigned in the room, which fell eerily silent. Vasili looked 
down to where Chobei was sitting. He seemed to be taking it 
remarkably well, with just a hand over his throat in what Vasili took 
to be surprise. 

“IT only did it for the good of the Kaisha!” Takeuchi said. He 
seemed to be struggling to breathe now. “The boy’s dangerous! He ... 
he’ll drag us all into war if we let him!” 

“You,” Chobei said hoarsely. “It was your men that fired on me 
outside of that restaurant.” 

“That’s right!” Takeuchi screamed. He was red-faced now. “My 
only regret was that they missed! You should have been 
exterminated long ago!” 

Eriko regarded Takeuchi with frosty disdain. She smiled thinly, 
then spoke. 

“Thank you for your confession, Takeuchi. But you weren’t the one 
I was talking about.” 

She snapped her fingers. Her guards materialized out of nowhere 
and began dragging him away. Takeuchi had always been a fighter. 
But now he looked too shocked and confused to put up much beyond 
a feeble attempt at self-defense. 

“For you, Takeuchi, there will be no cure. There will be nothing 
except for a long, slow, painful death.” 

It occurred to Vasili once more that maybe not all of the trophies 
in Eriko’s vault had been taken after death. Despite his flushed face, 
the thought still sent a cold shiver down his spine. At least he would 
probably suffocate before she could do the same to him. This must be 
her sense of mercy at play. A relatively painless death for his years of 
dedicated service. 

“No, it wasn’t Takeuchi I had in mind. It was someone else who 
broke my commandments.” 

She looked around and almost seemed disappointed when no 


one spoke up. 

“No? Nobody’s going to just go ahead and eat their plate too?” 

She sighed. 

“Not even you, Akiyama? Nothing you’d like to confess?” 

All eyes now swiveled to Akiyama. He was hunched low over the 
table. Even from a distance Vasili could see he was struggling to 
breathe. Vasili began to breathe easier. Metaphorically speaking, but 
also literally. 

“Anything you want to say? About how you were importing 
women? About how you and your agents preyed on women in poor 
countries? How you promised them riches in Japan as hostesses, 
then enslaved them?” 

Eriko was building to a fever pitch. Vasili was half-afraid she was 
going to work herself into such a frenzy that she’d die on the spot 
herself. 

“Tell them, Akiyama, how you abused them, prostituted them, 
treated them like cattle, then threw them away when there was no 
more profit to be wrung from them. While you’re on the subject, how 
about you tell them how you thought you were smart enough to hide 
it from me, eh? How you thought you could get away with it?” 

Akiyama didn’t answer. He just wheezed, red-faced, as he tried to 
grab Miyagi’s sleeve next to him. She shook him off and slid her chair 
as far from his as possible. Yoshii did the same on his other side. 

Akiyama was left to slowly drown in poison before them all. 
Surrounded by colleagues, yet utterly alone. 

Eriko faced the assembled bosses. “Well. ’'m sure he would 
apologize, if it were still in his power to do so. But enough 
entertainment. I’m sure you’re all hungry.” 

She clapped. The plates were cleared and the next course was 
brought out, consisting of bubbling pots with beef sukiyaki. All of the 
bosses just stared at them, afraid to touch the food within. 

“Eat!” Eriko commanded. “I’ve killed who I meant to kill. Now just 
enjoy your meal.” 

The bosses slowly did as they were told. It would be a while before 
any of them felt comfortable eating again. Or betraying the syndicate. 
But then, that was the whole point. 

Vasili had been too frightened to think clearly. Now that the 
suffocating feeling was starting to pass, he looked around. He became 
aware of Takabe and Nobunaga to either side of him as if for the first 
time. Both of them kept their eyes down on their plates. But when 
Vasili took a closer look, he saw their faces were also flushed, their 
eyes wild and scared. Many of the bosses in the room looked 
the same way. 

Vasili cleared his throat. “So, it wasn’t just me, then?” 


“Holy shit, I thought my throat was closing up,” Nobunaga said. “I 
almost confessed to every yen I rounded off my dues to the Kaisha.” 

“Yeah, me too,” Takabe said. “I was about to confess to that time I 
thought about her when I was jerking off. I just couldn’t figure out 
how she knew about that.” 

“She poisoned us all,” Vasili said. He chuckled in utter 
astonishment as the realization hit home. “She poisoned all of us just a 
little to see who would confess.” 

Takabe’s hands were shaking slightly as he raised his chopsticks. 
He examined the slice of beef dangling from the end of it carefully 
before shaking his head and putting it back in the pot. 

“T almost drowned once in a concrete runoff channel by my house 
during a summer typhoon, back when I was a kid. This was worse. It 
was like drowning on dry land.” 

“Credit to where credit is due,” Vasili said. 

“Fuck her,” Takabe said quietly. “I mean, I get it. It was clever, and 
the ruse worked. But still, fuck her.” 

Nobunaga nodded. “Yeah. I think normal people just get cake or 
something when their boss retires. Not a low-dose of tetrodotoxin and 
psychological torture.” 

“We are not normal people,” Vasili reminded him. 

“Too true.” 

Takabe was shaken, but that never lasted long for him. His old 
sense of humor was starting to poke through, and he started smiling. 

“Tm just surprised she only caught one person out with it. I’m sure 
at least three-quarters of the people here have some punishable 
offense in their background. Except for me, of course.” 

“Me either,” Vasili said. 

“Same,” Nobunaga chimed in. “But what a catch. A boss going 
after her son. It could be worse. We could be going through whatever 
Takeuchi’s got in store for him.” 

Vasili’s skin ran cold. 

“Nobody said the old girl wasn’t clever,” Nobunaga said. 

“Yeah, or fucking vicious,” Takabe agreed. 

The meal continued as plates heaped with delicacies were placed 
in front of the bosses. Most were then taken away largely uneaten. No 
wonder. To Vasili, everything tasted like poison. His throat was still 
tight and he had a headache. 

As the others talked around him, Vasili kept glancing over towards 
Akiyama. He watched the dying man grow increasingly red-faced 
across the room. He was clearly growing desperate now. Vasili 
watched as Akiyama clutched at Yoshii’s sleeve. But Yoshii never 
looked at him. He pretended as if he wasn’t there, brushing the man 
off his sleeve lightly, almost tenderly. 


Akiyama turned to Miyagi and tried to get her attention, but she 
gave him the same treatment. From the way she stared straight ahead 
and ate, it was almost as if one of her closest companions wasn’t 
suffocating to death by her side. This pitiful scene went on for a few 
minutes, until finally Akiyama gasped his last and passed out cold on 
the table. 

Yoshii pretended not to notice. 

The servers just left him there for the others to see. 

Vasili looked up at Eriko. She was eyeing the room as she sipped 
from her sake glass. When she noticed Vasili looking her way, she 
smiled a cruel smile. A victorious smile. Then she raised her sake 
glass. 

Vasili had to raise his back to her. 


Chapter Two 


“So, Dr. Takasu, is there something you’d like to tell me? Before I 
release you to the wolves you assure me aren't after you?” 

“You have to promise me you’ll keep me safe. And my family.” 

“Why, whatever from?” Mei asked innocently. 

“Can you promise me?” 

“You deal straight with me and I'll be straight with you. I can’t 
promise you immunity or anything if you talk, obviously. But we will 
keep you and yours safe.” 

“Alright, fair enough. I did it. I removed the organs and performed 
two of the transplants. Only two, though, the others were sold off. I 
don’t know where to.” 

“Okay, why don’t you back up and start at the beginning?” 

“They approached me about a month ago, said—” 

“They?” 

“Guy named Kaza, and his people. I mostly dealt with him. I used 
to sell medication to him. He’s connected, walks the Path. Anyway, he 
asked if I was looking for some ‘freelance work,’ is how he put it.” 

Mei looked through her files on people with known ties to 
organized crime. A Hachiro Kaza showed up with arrests for 
racketeering and aggravated assault, but no known criminal 
affiliation. Both arrests happened under the jurisdiction of the 
Shinjuku police station, which covered the Shinjuku/Kabukicho area. 
That would put him squarely in Yoshii’s territory. 

“And this ‘freelance work’ you speak of involved killing people and 
removing their organs?” 

“T didn’t kill anyone! I never did the killing, that’s not who I am.” 

“Not even Suga? My predecessor on this case? Because I’m told he 
was still alive when you went to work.” 

“That was ...” The doctor’s expression changed, and he grew pale. 
“They gutted him, and told me to get to work. I ... held off as long as I 
could. But they got angry at my stalling sol... [had to...” 

Mei shook her head in disgust. 

“Alright. So you removed their organs for, what? 
Transplant? To sell?” 

“Like I said, I performed transplants on two live patients. The rest 
they had me prep for shipping. I don’t know where they went.” 


“Who did you perform the surgeries on?” 

“T don’t know. I got the impression that one was a boss in the 
Kaisha. But I never knew his name. I can describe him, though. He 
was older, looked like your average, generic accountant type. The 
other guy was a construction worker or something out in Chiba. 
Friend of one of the bosses, I think.” 

“Big, sloppy-looking guy?” 

“Yeah.” 

Mei nodded. It was starting to come together. 

“Okay, we’ll come back to them. I want full descriptions and to 
have you look at some photos. But for now I have to ask: why? Why 
would a respected doctor get involved with these people? Get 
involved in this?” 

“T had ... debts that needed to be paid. That’s why I started selling 
medicine. That’s what put me on their radar, I guess. Kaza came to 
me, said I could make a lot more money. Ten million yen for each 
‘surgery.’ I needed the money.” 

“Tt didn’t bother you that they were killing people?” 

“T told myself that wasn’t my concern. Besides, Kaza said they were 
going to be killed either way, so I might as well do it.” 

“What do you know about the victims?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Why were those people chosen?” 

“IT don’t know. They usually just told me when and where. They 
didn’t tell me anything beyond that.” 

“So you didn’t know any of the victims.” 

“No.” 

“Because it seems like many of them were close personal friends or 
acquaintances of Vasili Loginovski. Do you know the name?” 

“T think I heard them mention it. And someone they called Rocky, I 
think. Other than that, I don’t know.” 

“Vasili’s nickname is The Rock. He’s a high-ranking boss in the 
Kaisha. And when this comes to light, he’s the most likely candidate to 
have you killed.” 

The doctor’s eyes widened. “I ... I didn’t do anything to him. At 
least, not intentionally, I mean—” 

“Yeah, well, just another reason you shouldn’t kill people.” 

The doctor blubbered for a minute, and Mei let him. When he had 
calmed down, she continued. 

“Was a man named Masahiro Shiku involved in any way?” 

“Not involved, but I think that’s the guy that fucked up one of the 
jobs in Tsukishima.” 

“What happened?” 

“We had just set up and had started to ... you know, when this guy 


came in. The others knew him, I didn’t. They called him Masa, started 
arguing about something.” 

“What?” 

“T don’t know, I was busy at the time. And it was nothing to do 
with me. Anyway, one of the guys I was with tried to stab him, but 
only sliced his arm. I looked up then to see this Masahiro guy just 
open him up with his own knife. Nearly sliced him in half.” 

“Who was this man? The one who got killed?” 

“They called him The Kid, even though he was pushing thirty. I 
think his real name was something like Kasaya.” 

Mei looked through the (admittedly thin) file she had on Yoshii’s 
organization. There was no mention of him. But maybe she could 
connect the dots with another dangling thread. One that had been 
shot in the head. 

“What about a man named Taku Kinashita? Did he have any 
affiliation with this little project of yours?” 

“He did, for a while. Then he was killed.” 

“Care to elaborate?” 

“We were supposed to do a job in an office building at night. 
Which was weird, I thought. But by then I was past the point of asking 
questions.” 

“Tl bet.” 

“Anyway, while we were waiting for the go-ahead, something went 
wrong. There was a shootout. The other guys in there got away, but 
he got shot. After that, we were told to pull back.” 

“Pull back?” 

“Back off the killings. I guess Kaza got spooked.” 

“Or the people he worked for did.” 

“Maybe.” 

“And who does Kaza work for?” 

“T don’t know. He made it sound like he was the king of the hill. 
But I figured he was midlevel at best.” 

“He never talked about his superiors?” 

“Not to me.” 

Mei nodded. These guys were too careful for something that 
stupid. But Mei still suspected a link with Yoshii. It made sense, if the 
killings were partially motivated by a desire to gum up the works for 
Vasili and make it harder for him to operate. And if Yoshii and Vasili 
hated each other as much as Vasili said they did, that would give him 
a motive. 

“Kaza and his crew. Where can I find them?” 

“They’re based out of the second story of a bar in Kabukicho.” 

“Address?” 

“T don’t know. But the bar is called the Top Hat.” 


“God fucking dammit!” Mei said at that. She leaned back and 
rubbed her closed eyes. 

“You know it?” 

“Seedy little shithole with Christmas lights around the bar?” 

“Yeah.” 

“T’ve been there before. I was probably standing right below those 
guys about two weeks ago. Too stupid to realize it.” Mei silently 
berated herself for a while longer. 

The doctor shrugged. 

“What’s the upstairs like?” Mei finally asked. “The layout.” 

“T don’t know. I never met them there.” 

“You don’t know anything about it?” 

He shook his head. 

“But if you’re going in there, I’d say go strapped. Bulletproof vests, 
riot gear, guns blazing, whatever. Because Kaza and his guys, they 
don’t fuck around.” 


Chapter Three 


The city flew by as Satoshi raced home on his motorcycle. 

But Satoshi barely noticed it. 

The traffic lights of the other vehicles on the road were little more 
than streaks of light as he dodged through oncoming traffic. He 
maneuvered the bike as quickly as he dared through the streets. 
Several times he was nearly taken out by vehicles as he blew through 
traffic lights and intersections with abandon. 

At one point where road traffic was jammed up, he hopped on the 
sidewalk. Some creative navigation brought him down a few back 
alleys and onto another major throughway, where he resumed 
speeding home. The ride seemed to last forever, with his heart in his 
throat the entire way. The Dextro-MXE he had already taken helped 
him to navigate the bike through traffic rapidly, but it also meant that 
time slowed to a crawl. 

This wasn’t helped by the fear he felt. Fear for Hisoka’s safety, and 
for that of his unborn child. But Masa wouldn’t hurt them, would he? 

Would he? 

Satoshi honestly didn’t know. Masa was now a far cry from the 
scared boy Satoshi had known growing up. He was, in fact, fully 
capable of committing unimaginable violence. Nobody knew that 
better than Satoshi, who had seen him in action time and again as 
they walked the Path together. The only question was whether or not 
Masa could turn that rage and hate on Satoshi, and those he loved. 

Until recently, the question wouldn’t have been worth considering. 
But given recent events ... Satoshi just didn’t know anymore. 

With Masa, anything was possible. 

Finally, he arrived in front of his place. He drifted his bike into the 
side of his building as he jumped off and sprinted inside. He pressed 
the button for the elevator, then ran up the stairs when he realized it 
wasn’t there. Not that he could stand still. Satoshi felt like he had to 
keep moving forward. He sprinted up four flights of stairs, breathing 
heavily when he reached their landing. Hands shaking, he removed 
his gun from the side holster under his overcoat as he tore down the 
hallway. 

He could see the door to their apartment was slightly ajar. The 
doorway hadn’t been splintered, which meant that Masa must have 


picked the lock. Satoshi plunged through the door. 

“Hisoka!” 

He saw nothing in the living room. He looked around, but there 
was nobody there. Wait—there, out of the corner of his eye. He 
entered the room and walked toward the center. He thought he saw 
something in the middle of the floor for a moment, but the image 
flickered out and was gone. 

“Hisoka!” 

He heard movement in the bedroom and was about to kick the 
door in when it opened. It was Hisoka. She gave a brief, clipped gasp 
when she saw he was armed, and shrank back before recognizing him. 

“Satoshi?” 

“Are you okay?” he asked frantically. 

“T’m fine. ’m right here.” 

“What about Masa? Where is he?” 

She turned her head to the side, as if struggling to understand his 
question. She tilted her head around farther and farther, impossibly 
far, then held it there. Recognition finally came. 

“Oh, Masa! Of course. No, false alarm. It wasn’t him at all. He’d 
never come here.” 

“But on the phone—” 

She drew close again and gently laid her hands on his shoulders. 
Her touch was so light he couldn't feel it through his jacket. “Shhh. 
I’m fine. You can see I’m fine. I’m right here.” 

“But did you see him, or did he—” 

“Hey! We never finished planning that trip! Let’s do that now!” 

Something didn’t feel right to Satoshi. She was behaving strangely. 
How could she just mistake Masa? It didn’t seem right. But then, 
maybe he had her on edge with his talk of what Masa was capable of. 
That must be it. 

“Come on,” Hisoka said, dragging him into the bedroom. “Get your 
computer and let’s plan our trip!” 

“Uh ... okay.” 

He followed her in and found his laptop on the bedside table. 

“Right here, on the bed!” she said, plopping down. 

“Let’s go sit on the couch, it’s more comfortable there.” 

“No, right here! I’m right here!” 

She tried to grab him, but he kept walking out to the main room. 
Something caught his eye again, just from the corner of his vision. It 
was gone in an instant, leaving only an uneasy feeling in him. A sense 
that something was terribly wrong. 

Satoshi sat down on the sofa, and Hisoka reluctantly followed and 
slid in beside him. He flipped open the computer and opened a 
browser window. He glanced up, again catching a glimpse of 


something just out of sight. He was about to look closer when Hisoka’s 
finger shot out towards the screen, directing his gaze. 

“Look here, or here,” she said, pointing to herself, then the 
computer. “I’m right here. Now come on, type!” 

“Do you want to type?” Satoshi asked. He held the computer 
out to her. 

“No, you do it. Try typing ‘vacation spots,’ or ‘getaways,’ or 
something.” 

He nodded, taking another look at her. Her eyes seemed glassy, 
vacant. Like they were staring through him without seeing him. Her 
head was still at an awkward, unnatural angle. He looked back to the 
computer and distractedly started typing something out. He glanced 
up towards the center of the room as he did. He was starting to see 
something. A flash of red, then it was gone again. 

“Come on, type! Look here!” Hisoka was saying. This wasn’t like 
her, she wasn’t this pushy. Something felt off. “What are you typing?” 

He looked down to see he had typed: Where to go? 

“Come on, take this seriously! I want to get away from here, 
take a trip!” 

Satoshi wasn’t looking at her now. He was looking at the center of 
the room. On the floor. He started shaking. 

“Satoshi? What’s wrong? Look at me. I’m right here.” 

“T thought I saw something back there.” 

“There’s nothing there. Look here, at me. I’m right here, with you.” 

He heard her voice coming from nearby. But it couldn’t be. 
Something was wrong. He looked again to the spot on the floor a few 
feet away. There it was. The image stayed with him now, and he could 
see what was really there. 

“Come on, Satoshi, let’s get away.” 

He started crying. A few muffled sobs at first, then it came 
uncontrollably. He covered his face with his hands and began shaking 
his head in denial. 

He sniffled up the snot trickling from his nose and tried to speak, 
but it was lost in a fresh wave of sobbing. 

“We're not ... we’re not going anywhere.” He collapsed forward. 

“Why not, babe? Let’s go somewhere, anywhere. Just get 
out of here.” 

“No ... no ... no,” he said, still in denial. “We can’t, baby ... 
because you’re dead.” He began sobbing anew. “You're 
not really here.” 

Hisoka stared at him with her glassy, empty eyes. “No, I’m not. 
I’m right here.” 

“No ... you’re over there.” 

Satoshi pointed to her body on the floor in the center of the room. 


The image that his brain had tried to protect him from. Now it moved 
from occupying the periphery of his vision to filling it entirely. The 
room before him had been painted in blood. Somehow, he hadn’t been 
allowed to see it, until now. 

He looked up at the couch, but it was empty now. He was alone. 

Hisoka’s body lay in the center of the floor. Glassy eyes staring. 
Head tilted at an unnatural angle. As if Masa had tried to twist it off. 

Satoshi stood, his computer falling from his lap to the floor and 
breaking to pieces. 

He fell down beside her, his knees squelching in the soaked carpet. 
He tried to pick her up, to cradle her. But there was no life left in her 
body. Her skin was a pale alabaster that was cold to the touch. As if 
she were carved from marble. Tragedy personified in a blood-soaked 
figure of the woman he had loved. As cold and lifeless as a statue. 

He hugged her close, the noise escaping from his mouth an animal 
wail of pain and grief. In this moment, everything else faded away, 
and he was left with just her body. He lay there with her, weeping. 
Time lost all meaning as it washed over and past him, artificially 
elongated by the drugs coursing through him. Still he sat there, curled 
around her. It was all he had left of her. 

She had wanted to leave, to get out of this city, but he’d kept 
putting it off. Now it was too late, and she’d never escape. They 
should have gone when they’d had the chance. He should have had 
the courage to just turn his back on everything and take her away. 
They could have done it, easily. He was the only thing stopping them. 
Her death was on his head as much as Masa’s. There was no doubt of 
that in his mind. 

Waves of grief poured over him as he replayed the life they shared, 
then tortured himself by imagining the life they could have had 
together. The life that they would never have together. 

He sat there for hours, his only indication of the passage of time 
being the dark night turning to dawn, dawn turning to morning. 
Somewhere behind the fog blanketing the city the sun was rising, 
illuminating the gray clouds and smog below. 

When Satoshi finally stood up, his joints and back popped loudly. 
His legs almost gave out as a sensation of numbness flooded through 
them from sitting on them for so long. He began hobbling around the 
apartment trying to get any feeling at all back into them. 

As he was moving about, he saw Hisoka’s purse lying on top of the 
kitchen counter, with an envelope on top of it. 

Satoshi’s quaking hands picked it up, which he saw was from her 
hospital. His hands left a bloody streak down the front of it. When he 
realized what it contained, he told himself there was no point in 
opening it. But he couldn’t stop himself. He tore it open and unfolded 


the document inside anyway. 

Gingerly, he held the paper, now dotted with blood from his 
fingertips, up to his face. It shook in his hands as he read it through. 
He nodded and let it flutter down to the floor, where it began soaking 
up more blood. 

“A girl ... we were going to have a daughter.” 

Satoshi dissolved to the floor. His knees sank into the blood-soaked 
carpet with a squelch. He sat there, immobile. Time had stopped. 

It was a long time before he noticed the message written on the 
wall. The message that had been scrawled there in large, uneven 
letters, handwritten in blood. 

It read: 

PARLAY? 


Chapter Four 


“Well, that was a lovely meal,” Eriko said. 

Vasili glanced over towards Akiyama. He was still now, his corpse 
lying face down on his plate. It was facing Yoshii, who never once 
took his eyes off Eriko to glance at it. With Matsuo’s seat empty, 
Yoshii’s ranks were looking a little thin. 

“But enough fun and games. You want to hear who’s going to take 
the reins from these shriveled, arthritic hands. I won’t keep you 
waiting any longer.” 

There were murmurs of excitement from the assembled bosses— 
many of them no doubt excited just to be alive. 

“Moving forward, this organization will face challenges the likes of 
which I was fortunate not to have to deal with. The Dark Army is 
wrapping its tentacles around the centers of power in this country. 
The cozy ties that the yakuza and right-wing have shared in this 
country in the past are dead and buried; now we either eat them or be 
eaten by them. Soon, I fear they will be moving into our turf. It is 
increasingly obvious that they have the ear of the Genyoto. So expect 
official crackdowns to come soon, and often, if the Genyoto should 
rise to power. It won’t be like it was before. 

“The threats from inside the city do not just reside at its heart, but 
beneath its very surface. We know very little about the Invited, the 
Shinkyo Sect, the Cult of Under, or any of these other death cults 
lurking beneath the surface. I doubt they pose a direct threat to our 
interests. But manic religious fervor never mixes well with our kind. 
Like water and gasoline. 

“Then there are the barbarians at the gate. Groups like the Taira- 
kai and the Shinminami-gumi want nothing more than to pile into this 
sinking vessel and loot it as it goes under. Tokyo is a city in crisis, and 
within all crises lie great opportunity. These invaders see that, they’re 
not stupid. We must remain vigilant. We cannot build a stupid wall 
the way the government can, so we cannot keep them out completely. 
Rather, we must be more nuanced in our approach. Let them in when 
we have to, but don’t let them walk all over us. 

“And of course, you will have to do all of this in a city that 
continues to sink day by day. You must continue to ‘flood-proof’ your 
operations. You cannot assume that these concrete walls and other 


boondoggles will protect you. They are make-work programs designed 
for political patronage, nothing more. You must all, individually and 
collectively, be prepared for when the waters come. Because when 
that happens nobody can save you but you. Safeguards, continuity 
plans, alternative options, escape routes. Those of you without such 
contingency plans may very well perish. 

“So who better than the one person here who has already been 
battle- and flood-tested by the worst this drowning city can throw at a 
person? I’m speaking, of course, about Aina Uchida.” 

The room was silent now. The name had been greeted with 
shocked intakes of breaths. Only a handful of bosses looked pleased at 
the news. No doubt these were the ones already working with Uchida 
on various interests. 

“Well, clap, you fuckers.” 

The bosses were spurred on to muted applause. The news was 
unexpected by most, and probably unwelcome by many. Vasili 
glanced at the other major contenders to gauge their reactions. Yoshii 
was still sitting stock-still, wearing the same stunned look he’d had 
since the death of his ally. He should be getting used to that by now, 
Vasili thought. 

Fujita had a fake grin plastered on his tanned face that did a poor 
job of masking his deep disappointment. Vasili chanced a brief glance 
in Chobei’s direction and was surprised to see him looking calmly 
resigned, as if he had known it was coming. Maybe he had. Resigned 
or not, he did not seem pleased about being passed over. 

Uchida took the podium. She regarded her colleagues (now 
subordinates) with the same look of cold aloofness she always wore. 
Vasili couldn’t detect any sense of victory in her demeanor. He 
couldn’t even tell whether she was happy or nervous at the news. 
Uchida had always been a puzzle to him. That did not bode well for 
the future. 

“Thank you all for your kind support. It is an honor to be chosen as 
the next leader of the Kaisha. I only hope to live up to the example set 
by my predecessor, and prove myself worthy of her trust.” 

“You will,” Eriko said. 

“T am already looking into making arrangements to establish a 
headquarters within my territory along the border somewhere. I doubt 
you'll want to mobilize armored convoys to fight off the natives in 
Edogawa every time you need a sit-down. So I’ll try to meet you all 
halfway. 

“And on a personal note, I just want to say that I look forward to 
leading this organization in the days ahead. My team and I have a 
great many ideas for the future. And with your cooperation, we will 
be unstoppable. Thank you.” 


“Thank you, Uchida,” Eriko said. “Now, enjoy your evening. 
Uchida will be seated outside. I suggest you all pay your respects.” 

The bosses slowly began filtering out into the gathering area. 
Vasili, Nobunaga, and Takabe soon followed suit, taking up their 
customary positions at their usual standing table. 

“Well .... I can honestly say I didn’t’ see _ that 
coming,” Nobunaga said. 

“I don’t think anyone did,” Takabe said before turning to Vasili. 
“Did you know?” 

He shook his head. “No. I told her I don’t want it in the end. But 
she would not tell me who else she was considering.” 

The two of them looked at him in open-mouthed shock. 

“You did what?” 

“T did not want it. I told her so.” 

“What ... why ... how could you ...?” Takabe couldn’t even get his 
head around this. 

“Is not for me. Not at my age. I can do better work where I am 
now. With what I’ve already built.” 

“What we could have done with control of the syndicate ..., 
Nobunaga said with a shake of his head. 

“Maybe someday you have it. Edogawa is not so stable a place.” 

“T suppose,” Nobunaga said. He still looked dumbfounded. “You 
know, for as long as ve known you, I still don’t know how much I 
really know you.” 

“Yes. 1am mystery.” 

Takabe snorted on his drink. Nobunaga smiled. 

Vasili looked over at Uchida. A few of the bosses had filtered over 
at times to pay their respects already. But now she was alone, with 
just her right-hand man standing off to the side. It didn’t seem to 
bother her, though. 

“Well, better kiss the ring,” Vasili said. 

Uchida watched him approach as Lee sidled up in front of her. He 
began lavishing her with praise. Vasili couldn’t remember Lee ever 
being able to spare more than a few words for Uchida. Now he was 
going on as if they were best friends. 

“T was just talking with my men about how you would make a 
great leader,” Lee gushed. “I’m so glad to have you in charge. I’m sure 
you'll prove every bit the hard-nosed leader Eriko has been.” 

Uchida smiled calmly and clasped his hand in hers. “I’m so glad I 
have your support.” 

Lee noticed she was looking beyond him, and glanced around to 
see Vasili. He nodded, then moved out of the way. 

“Congratulations,” Vasili said. “I’m glad to see it was you.” 

“Why’s that?” she asked with a grin. 


”? 


“Because that means it wasn’t Yoshii or Chobei.” 

She smiled wider. “I think just about everyone’s relieved at that. 
Except for Fujita. He doesn’t seem terribly pleased.” 

“Eh, he’ll get over it.” 

“T’m not good at beating around the bush, so I’m just going to ask 
you straight out. Am I going to have problems with you?” 

“Me? Iam cuddly Russian bear. Why would I be problem?” 

Uchida’s smile died. “Because you were in contention for my job. 
Because you were close to the shacho. And because she chose 
me over you.” 

“She asked me to be shacho. I said no. The job is yours. And all the 
headaches that go with it.” 

“Why don’t I believe you?” 

“Because we are snakes. And only snakes know the path of 
snakes.” 

“That sounds better in Japanese.” 

“Yes. But is true. I am no threat to you. In fact, I have something I 
need your help with.” 

“Oh?” 

“A little project. I am wanting laboratory space. To produce drugs, 
medications. I’m thinking Edogawa would be perfect for it.” 

Uchida nodded as she flashed him a smile. “Well, then, let’s talk. 
I’m open for business.” 

“Glad to hear it. I will be in touch.” 

He walked away to where Eriko was sitting. Kuroda was saying 
something behind her, which Eriko seemed to be ignoring. She was 
watching the assembled bosses as they milled about, a devilish smile 
on her face. 

“Hello, you horrible bitch,” Vasili said. 

“Vasili.” She acknowledged him as if nothing were amiss. 

“T still can’t believe you sometimes.” 

“How so?” 

“That shit with the poison. Not funny.” 

“Oh, just a taste of poison for you all. Just to see who had a guilty 
conscience. You can’t say it didn’t work.” 

“No, but I can say that I don’t like being poisoned for your little 
trick. My throat was closing up. You almost killed me.” 

Eriko grunted. “Yeah, well, don’t think it’s the first time.” 

“Eh?” 

“Oh, come now. Wires get crossed, messages get mixed up, people 
get executed by accident. Or almost executed.” Eriko shrugged. “It 
happens.” 

“Fuck me,” Vasili said in wonderment. “How many times have you 
almost had me killed?” 


“Oh, I don’t know. A couple.” 

“A couple. How many times is ‘a couple’?” 

“More than one but less than five. Look, the point is, you passed. 
Your clean conscience and guilt-free lifestyle allowed you to pass my 
final test unscathed.” 

“Yes. Those things.” Clean conscience indeed. “What would you 
have done if I had confessed to something?” 

“Do you have something to confess? I can get you another plate of 
fugu if you’re still hungry.” 

“No, thanks. If I did, I would have confessed by now.” 

“And if you had, you’d be dead.” 

“What about Uchida? What if she had some skeletons in her 
closet?” 

“Oh, I didn’t poison her. It was her idea, in fact. One of the reasons 
I love her as my replacement.” 

“Vultures of a feather.” 

“Oh, shut up.” 

Vasili smiled. So did Eriko. 

“You did good,” Vasili said. “Throughout it all. You were good 
boss. And I’m honored to have served under you.” 

She grasped his hand. 

“Thank you, Vasili. ’m honored too, to have had such a strong 
ally as you.” 

“Always.” 

If Vasili hadn’t known any better, he would have thought that 
maybe Eriko was holding back a tear. But that couldn’t have been it. 

“Well, how does it feel now, to no longer wear the crown?” Vasili 
asked after a pause. 

Eriko just shook her head. 

“Unburdened. And empty.” 


Chapter Five 


Chobei walked down the hall towards his mother’s private quarters, 
carrying a bottle of Ardbeg 18 and two glasses. He saw the door open 
to her trophy room and ducked inside. Eriko was sitting in the middle 
of the glass display cases, admiring them. 

“That was some dinner party, Mother. Probably one of your best.” 

She smiled. “Yes, I suppose so.” 

“Is that where Takeuchi’s hide will go?” he asked, motioning 
towards an empty case. 

“Yes, I think it will look lovely there.” 

Chobei smiled. He opened the bottle and began pouring two 
glasses. 

“Oh, no, I couldn’t. I’m about to pass out as it is.” 

“Take it,” he said. “You’ve earned a drink after tonight. It’s not 
every day you get to celebrate your retirement. Besides, it’s your 
favorite.” 

“Not yours?” 

“It’s a bit peaty for my taste,” he said, pouring himself a glass. “But 
P’ll drink a glass to your health.” 

They clinked glasses. 

“Cheers, Mother. To you, and everything you’ve accomplished.” 

They drank. She smiled. He grimaced. 

“A little smoky for you?” 

“Tt tastes like it’s been set on fire.” 

“Tt grows on you.” 

“T hope not.” He glanced around the room. “Well, how does it feel 
now to be free of the burden of leadership?” 

She shook her head. “Strange. It feels like ... my purpose is gone. If 
that makes any sense.” 

“It does, certainly. Must be odd. All of a sudden, to no longer be 
the center of the universe. To know that the planets will keep 
revolving without your intervention.” 

“I never thought I’d feel this way. Considering I never wanted the 
mantle of leadership to begin with, to be totally honest.” 

“Really? I can recall you saying time and again how hard you 
fought to get it. It’s one of your favorite stories, you know. And lately 
you’ve tended to repeat yourself quite a—” 


“T know what I said!” Eriko snapped. “And it’s a damn good story, 
so don’t complain about hearing it too much.” 

Chobei smiled. “No complaints.” 

“T admit, I fought for the top spot. But only because they would 
have killed me without it. If Umeki or any of my other rivals had 
gotten the position ... well, then neither of us would be here now.” 

“Well, lucky you got it, then.” 

“Yes. I got it. ’ve never been more terrified than I was after I got 
it. Because that meant I had to rule.” She smiled to herself as she 
recalled the past. “I hadn’t been thinking that far ahead. I was just 
trying to stay alive.” 

“Still, that being the case, it’s a testament to your strength of 
character that you somehow managed to fall into one of the most 
powerful positions in all of Japan.” 

“Some people see power as an end in itself. It’s not. Power is a tar 
pit. You can’t escape, and the second you stop fighting to stay on top, 
it sucks you under. There’s no rest, no breathing room. Because there’s 
always someone underneath you willing to claw their way over you 
to the top.” 

Her breathing had become labored, as if the tar pit of which she 
spoke were actually suffocating her. She took a moment to compose 
herself, then continued. 

“T know you’re unhappy now because you didn’t get the crown you 
wanted. But trust me, I did you a favor by giving it to someone else. 
Now I’ve got more time to teach you. I can mold you, make you a 
leader, so that when the next change of power comes, you'll be 
ready.” 

“Oh, somehow I doubt that will happen.” 

“Why do you—” 

“Did you know that Vasili tried to have me killed?” 

She looked taken aback. “What? No, can’t be. Vasili wouldn’t—” 

“Oh, but he did. I wouldn’t have believed it—considering his 
loyalty to you—but I heard the recording myself.” 

“Let me hear this. If what you say is true ...” 

“Tt is, I assure you. But don’t worry, I’ll handle it myself.” 

“Don’t do anything ... until I say ...” 

Eriko was struggling to breathe now. She looked up at her son. He 
was smirking. 

“What have you done?” Her voice had turned to gravel. 

“Oh, just a little trick I learned from you. The bottom of the glass 
was lined with tetrodotoxin left over from tonight’s dinner.” 

“Why?” she gasped. 

“Well, simply put, you’re worth more to me dead than alive. I'll 
say it was Vasili, or perhaps lay it on Uchida. Hmm, yes, I’ll have to 


think about that. Her reign might be rather short indeed.” 

“Un ... ungrateful ...” Eriko pressed the button on the side of her 
chair. 

Chobei shook his head. “Afraid Kuroda won’t be coming.” 

She sat there, struggling to breathe and glaring daggers at 
her only son. 

“Oh, don’t look at me like that, Mother. Where do you think I 
learned all this from?” 

“You haven’t learned ... anything ... from me.” 

“T learned to be ruthless. Hell, you poisoned me not two hours ago. 
Me, your own son.” 

“You’re ruthless ... but don't know why, or when ... you should be. 
Careless.” 

She was gasping harder now, her breathing more labored. 

“T should ... have killed you ... myself, like I... planned ...” 

Now Chobei smiled. A sad, rueful smile. 

“With a mother like you ...,” he said, shaking his head. 

He began pacing around the room, admiring the skin suits of her 
conquered foes. Some of them were more wrinkled than others, 
depending on how recently they had been taken. The intricate tattoo 
work, preserved as works of art, was still beautiful even now. Skin 
canvasses containing art etched in flesh and blood. 

Eriko was clutching her throat now, unable to breathe. Chobei 
watched her as she suffered through her final moments. He waited 
until she was still before walking away, turning around when he 
reached the door to the vault, which he slowly closed on her. 

“With a mother like you, what chance did I ever have?” 


Chapter Six 


Mei’s debriefing of Dr. Takasu was followed by a frenzy of phone calls. 
She ran the info up the chain of command as fast as she could. When 
she reached her superiors at home, they were initially sleepy and 
irritable at being woken. Then, when she told them the news, the 
sleep fell away from their voices and excitement rushed in. Nomura 
and Endo both began making calls of their own. Soon they told Mei 
that the groundwork had been laid for a raid the same day. 

By the time the preparations had been made, it was nearly four in 
the morning. Mei considered going home to get some sleep, but 
decided against it. The stakeout would begin first thing in the 
morning, and she wanted to be there for it. Needed to be there for it. 
They were finally going to get the bastards responsible for this. 

Instead of going home, she took a walk through the deserted 
streets of Shibuya. The air was cool and bracing after the stuffy inside 
of the interrogation room. It had rained recently, clearing the air and 
giving the streets a damp chill despite the early summer season. 

She walked for a while, just enjoying the silence. The calm before 
the storm. It wasn’t just the arrest she was concerned about, though 
that could potentially turn into a dicey situation. Armed 
confrontations with dangerous men who had everything to lose 
usually did. She was also nervous about what came after that. 

Not just the media circus. But where did she go from here? She 
had always been a company woman, climbing through the ranks as 
fast as she could and as high as she could. It had been what she’d 
always wanted, to prove herself. Now, she wasn’t so sure. Probably 
just nerves before the big day, she told herself. They would make the 
arrests, then she’d see where things went from there. 

She took out her phone and made a call. She didn’t expect an 
answer and was surprised to get one. 

“Youre still up? ... Are you at your office now? ... Mind if I ...? 
Okay, on my way.” 

Vasili met her downstairs and let her inside the building, then 
locked the door after them. They took the elevator up to his office in 
the now-empty club. 

“Drink?” he asked, pouring himself a glass of vodka. 

“T shouldn’t. We’re moving on the killers soon.” 


“Oh?” 

She told him all she had just learned from the doctor about who 
the killers were. He nodded throughout but didn’t look particularly 
surprised by any of it. He looked out the window at 
the breaking dawn. 

“Come,” he said, motioning for her to follow. 

He walked out of his office and through the club to a door. He 
unlocked this and led her upstairs to the rooftop. The view was 
breathtaking. The sky was filled with dark clouds, but off in the 
distance glimpses of the sun poked through. Massive, angry-looking 
clouds tinged with deep purple and crimson linings hung heavy 
in the air. 

“I come here sometimes, when is clear.” 

“Tt’s beautiful.” 

“Ts easy to forget that this city can be beautiful.” 

“Do you know these men? The ones we’re going after today?” 

“T have heard of Kaza, and know he works for Yoshii. But that’s it.” 

“Seems like you were right. Looks like it was partially designed to 
throw suspicion on you.” 

He nodded. “I’m guessing I have Yoshii and Matsuo to thank for 
that. I already paid Matsuo back for his kindness. I'll have to find 
some way to do the same for Yoshii.” 

“What are you still doing up?” Mei asked, changing the subject. 

“T had a dinner tonight. We found out who the Kaisha’s 
new leader is.” 

“Not you?” 

“No.” 

“Tm sorry.” As soon as she said it she was taken aback by the 
sentiment, but realized it was true. The syndicates would exist either 
way. At least better that they be run by someone like Vasili. 

He waved it off. “I didn’t want it. I’ve climbed high enough. I don’t 
need to see the very top.” He gestured out at the expanse of city 
stretched out before them. 

“When you were a kid, did you ever think this is where 
you’d wind up?” 

“No. When I was child, I never expected anything. I wasn’t born 
with a lot of options.” 

Mei felt guilty, all of a sudden, as she recalled a similar 
conversation she had had. She brushed it off. 

“But look how far you’ve come. How high.” 

“Yeah. It is still surprising to me sometimes. The paths we take 
lead us in unexpected directions. Only way to explain how shy 
Russian boy can end up in place like this.” 

He paused for a moment to survey the city beyond. The lights from 


the buildings were still shining bright in the predawn gloom. 

“What about you, Kimura-san? This what you thought you’d be 
doing as a child?” 

“Well, I kind of thought I’d be higher up. But basically, yeah.” 

“What kind of child were you?” 

“T don’t know. The usual kind, I guess.” 

“No, you were little jerk, weren’t you? Let me guess, tattling on 
other kids, reminding teacher when recess was over. Right?” 

Mei looked upset momentarily, then started laughing. “I was 
such an ass.” 

Vasili smiled. “I knew it.” 

“T’ve gotten better. But still working on it.” 

“Aren’t we all?” 

“Believe it or not, I actually went through sort of a rebellious phase 
in college.” 

“T do not believe it.” 

“Yeah. Well, it was right around the time that Mom was sick. Then 
when she passed away, I didn’t handle it well. Not for a long time.” 

Vasili nodded. “What did you do?” 

“T was mostly just shitty to my dad, I guess. Took it out on him, 
even though he was going through the same thing. It just didn’t seem 
fair to me, though. So meaningless. That she would die when so many 
other people—terrible people, in some cases—just got to skate by.” 

“Fair? Is nothing fair about it. It just is.” 

“T think that’s part of why I wanted to be a cop. So I could right 
wrongs!” she said, adopting a self-mocking tone and striking a 
superhero pose. “See evil punished! Let good prevail! Help a new day 
dawn over our fair city for the good people of Tokyo!” 

She dropped the false bravado and stared off into the distance. 

“So I could turn back the tide,” she said softly. 

Vasili shook his head. “You cannot turn back the tide. It is endless. 
It will break you before you break it. You can only move with it. Try 
to influence where it comes crashing down.” 

Mei didn’t respond. 

“And it was not meaningless.” 

“What?” 

“Her death. You said it was meaningless. That is not true. She 
made you, her death shaped who you are. Made you, you. There is 
meaning in that. Do not say there was not.” 

Mei nodded. A tear rolled down her cheek. Vasili put one massive 
hand on her shoulder, and she dissolved in tears. He held her tight. 

“Thank you,” she said through the tears. 

“You know, my mother, she used to say, ‘There is light even in the 
darkness.”” 


“She sounded like a wise person.” 

“She was. Kind, too.” 

“She’s passed?” 

Vasili nodded slowly. “The kind ones never last long. But that’s 
why I believe we honor our blood, our fallen, by the paths we take. 
Their lives, their deaths, have meaning in themselves. But also in how 
we react. We carry their blood, their legacy, with us. Is something we 
must always think about.” 

“And you? You’re trying to do right by your mother’s memory?” 

“Now I am starting. I haven’t always.” He looked off in the 
distance. “The path I’ve taken—the Path itself—is not straight. Is 
twisted, is dangerous and difficult to walk straight. But is path I’ve 
chosen. And now I must tread it. For better or worse. After all, 
gokudo shika nai.” 

“Ts it, though? Does it have to be that way?” 

“For me it does. There is now no other way.” 

Mei sighed. She knew it to be true. But she didn't have to like it. 

“At least you don’t have to walk it alone.” 

Vasili looked at her. He smiled. 

Up ahead, the black clouds were ringed with brilliant colors as the 
dawn broke. 

The new day had begun. 


Chapter Seven 


“Tt’s just ... I don’t know ... I mean ... just ... wow!” Lee said. 

“Yeah, it’s nice,” Tengu agreed. 

They were standing out in the docks of the Port of Guangzhou, 
waiting for Vasili’s contact, Wu Lin, to meet them. They had been told 
not to return until they had sorted out this sabotage business. But 
when they last had spoken on the phone, Wu Lin had made it sound 
like everything had been sorted. Tengu guessed they’d just have 
to find out. 

Tengu hated being away from home, but even he had to admit it 
was nice seeing the sun again. The two of them had had to buy 
sunglasses when they landed, having forgotten about that particular 
problem in Tokyo. 

Tengu looked around. Giant yellow cranes moved red and blue 
shipping containers from a white container vessel onto the ground. 
Out beyond the ship, the sea glistened blue and white where the water 
caught the sun. The colors were so bright, they were almost too real— 
at least to someone coming from the thousand shades of gray of 
Tokyo. 

“Tt’s so colorful here,” Tengu said. “Beautiful.” 

“No. Tokyo is just that colorless. This is what real life is supposed 
to look like.” 

“You grew up here?” 

Lee nodded. “Till I was about fifteen. Then my father moved us to 
Tokyo.” 

“For work?” 

“Sort of. He was supposed to do a job for this triad boss. Ended up 
robbing the guy of a lot of money, so he took my family and fled to 
Japan.” 

“Interesting. So you joined the family business, then.” 

“Pretty much.” 

“Why Japan, of all places?” 

“No triads there. At least, not back then. My dad said it was a 
chance to start over. Clean break from a life of crime.” 

“Yeah? And how’d that work out for your family?” 

“There you are.” 

At the sound of Wu Lin’s nasal voice, they looked up to see the 


man approaching. He was an older man, maybe midfifties. His greasy, 
thinning hair and stooped back made him appear older than he 
probably was. He looked like the kind of guy who would have the 
police called on him for getting anywhere near an elementary school. 

“Here we are,” Tengu said. “And just where the fuck 
have you been?” 

“Right here,” Wu Lin said flatly. 

“No, I mean on this matter. We’ve lost two major shipments. How 
do you plan to make that right?” 

“Follow me.” 

Wu Lin waved them on and began walking without waiting for a 
response. Tengu and Lee exchanged a_ glance, but then 
walked after him. 

They followed him across the port and into a building that looked 
like an airplane hangar. Here they walked down aisles filled with 
shipping containers and loose cargo that was being unpacked. Their 
guide took them to a door set in a far wall, which he unlocked and 
ushered them through. 

They came out into a smaller storage room set within the building. 
The contraband room. In the center was a man who had been tied to a 
chair and beaten. He glanced up at them with his one unswollen eye, 
then back down at the ground. 

“We laid a trap to catch our rat,” Wu Lin explained. “Set up a fake 
order to Tokyo with the kind of stuff you normally purchase. Then we 
scanned everyone who helped to load it. This asshole tried to sneak a 
homemade explosive with a timer on board.” 

“Dammit,” Tengu said. “He one of yours?” 

“One of yours. So to speak. He’s originally Japanese. Working here 
maybe six months.” 

“You don’t check your guys?” Lee asked. 

“Not when they’re vouched for.” 

“Who vouched for him?” 

“Some of our boys in Osaka.” 

“Triads?” 

Wu Lin nodded. 

“Why?” Tengu asked. 

“He wouldn’t tell us. Despite our ... persuasiveness.” 

Tengu leaned down in front of the battered man. He began 
speaking to him in Japanese. 

“So ... you’ve been blowing up our shipments, huh?” 

“Fuck you.” 

“Uh-huh. You know, you killed a lot of people with that stunt. You 
very nearly killed a good friend of mine.” 

No response. 


“He’s a tough one,” Wu Lin said. “Wouldn’t tell us shit.” 
Tengu noticed that the man was inked up. He lifted his shirt. 
“Tough. But stupid. Look at this.” 

He pointed at a tattoo on the man’s upper right chest. 


ca | 


“T can’t read that bastardized kanji shit,” Wu Lin said. “What 
does it say?” 

“Dark Army,” Lee said, wide-eyed. “This man’s’ with 
the Dark Army.” 


K*K* 


“Mei? What time is it?” 

“Hi, Dad, sorry for calling so early.” 

“Everything alright?” 

Her father sounded groggy but seemed to be waking up quickly. 
He knew what an early-morning call from her meant. It was 
something of a tradition between them. 

When he was a cop, he used to wake her early in the morning 
some days. He would say goodbye, then tell her he loved her and that 
he was proud of her, ending in an awkward hug. These incidents 
always confused her, until she realized what they meant. 

Because on one of these days, he didn’t come home for dinner, 
showing up later with two of his men helping him through the door. 
He had been stabbed on an arrest that had gone wrong. For the first 
time, Mei realized he was saying goodbye in case he didn’t come back. 

When Mei had become a cop, she’d continued the tradition. Even 
throughout the years of their strained relationship, she would call on 
mornings when she had to make an arrest, or take part in a raid or 
some other dangerous assignment. She didn’t like the idea of going 
out to them without saying goodbye first. Just in case. It was a strange 
ritual to outsiders, but to cop families, it made perfect sense. 

“Fine, Dad, fine. I just wanted to say we’ve got arrest warrants for 
the men we’ve been tracking. We'll be heading out to 
begin surveillance soon.” 

“Oh ... oh! That’s great news! Congratulations on cracking it, I 
knew you would.” 

“Thanks, Dad.” 

“T mean it. You were given a pretty thankless assignment with not 
much in the way of leads. Yet you still managed to crack it open.” 


Mei thanked her dad again. But her mind was elsewhere. She 
hadn’t cracked this case. At least, not on her own. Kameko deserved 
much of the credit, not to mention the tips she had gotten indirectly 
from Satoshi. In fact, without Vasili and his organization aiding her, 
she’d still be scratching around, frantically trying to find a cold trail. 
She felt bad now that she had ever doubted them. They had been 
instrumental in stopping these killers, and no one would ever know. 
No one could ever know. 

“Today ... will it be ... dangerous?” 

“T don’t know. We’re setting up early, hoping to catch them 
unaware. So hopefully it won’t be too bad.” 

“Okay, honey. Be safe. Call me first chance you get.” 

“T will, Dad.” 

“And Mei?” 

“Yeah, Dad?” 

“T’m proud of you.” 

“T know, Dad. Thanks.” 


Chapter Eight 


Satoshi flew through traffic on his motorcycle. His overcoat flapped 
behind him, slapping against the other vehicles as he tore through the 
city towards Sengaku Temple. Towards Masa. After seeing the 
message, he had quickly changed out of his bloody clothes and 
armored up. He had his normal revolver, as well as a backup affixed 
to his leg. A sawed-off shotgun was strapped to his back, while his 
various pockets were stuffed with as many spare shells and magazines 
as he could reasonably carry. He had a light bulletproof vest over his 
torso. Not heavy enough to stop most caliber weapons, but it would 
deflect a glancing blow or shots from a distance. 

He didn’t know what to expect when he got to the meeting point. 
But he was prepared to kill an army if that was what it took to get to 
Masa. If anyone noticed the heavily armed man tearing through traffic 
on his motorcycle, they didn’t mention it. Which was probably wise 
on their part. 

The traffic whipping by him barely registered. He was oblivious to 
the danger of how he was riding. It was as if the world around him 
were quieter somehow. Grayer, farther away, less real. The only 
sensations that penetrated his brain at this point were the vibrations 
from the motor beneath him, the wind whipping over him, the acrid 
taste in his mouth as he chewed the capsule of Dextro-MXE. He 
channeled his rage and hurt into the throttle of the bike as he tore 
through the early-morning traffic. 

As he approached, he saw the bright red temple rising through the 
fog and mist. Once he was in front of the main gate, he cut the engine 
and jumped off. The motorcycle crashed to the curb as he headed for 
the entrance. He strode through the gate, removed his handgun, and 
slapped a magazine in place. He pushed his mask and respirator 
behind his head. 

The fog was heavy this time of day. It was almost as if it abhorred 
the vacuum of the clear morning air and had rolled back in to fill it. 

The temple was nearly deserted. His feet crunched over the gravel. 
Time was beginning to slow as he felt the Dextro-MXE working its 
way back into his senses after its brief absence. The amped-up feeling 
of the drug combined with the adrenaline took his mind off his grief 
momentarily, and put it squarely on the task at hand. The wind picked 


up, blowing thick, roiling clouds away to expose the temple grounds. 

They were empty. Save for a single man, down on his knees amidst 
the graves of the Ronin. 

Masa. 

Satoshi approached with his gun drawn and ready. He came right 
up and put it on Masa’s forehead. His hand shook, but the gun never 
strayed from from the center of Masa’s head. 

Masa looked up at him and smiled. 

“Do it. I’m ready.” 

Satoshi’s hand vibrated as if of its own accord. He said nothing for 
a long time. It was a while before he could spit out a question. 

“Why?” 

“We’re even now.” 

“Why her? Why not me?” 

“Because the coin was out of balance. Now we’re even again.” 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Satoshi screamed. 

Masa just kept smiling. “There’s a kind of brutal symmetry to it. 
Poetry, even. Now we’re—” 

“Stop saying that!” 

“It’s true.” 

“What the fuck are you even talking about?” 

“Like you don’t know.” 

Satoshi’s breathing was labored, heavy. He regarded Masa warily, 
not sure what to make of him. Masa was the one to break the silence. 

“T want you to kill me here, among the graves of the Ronin.” 

Satoshi hesitated. 

“But then, I know you won’t. Even now, all I want is death from 
you, by your hand, here and now. But you won’t give it to me.” 

Satoshi flipped the gun around until it was in his fist. Then he 
bashed it against Masa’s face. Masa went down to the side. He spat 
blood over the gravel at his knees. When he righted himself, he came 
back grinning, looking down the barrel of the gun again. 

“Come on, Satoshi. Don’t fuck up the symmetry. Are you afraid?” 

Satoshi closed his eyes. The gun never left Masa’s forehead. 
“Of what?” 

“Of what will happen to you when you kill me? I’m curious too. 
Can just one side of the coin carry on once it’s killed the other side?” 

“Shut up!” Satoshi yelled. “Stop saying we’re the same. We’re not!” 

“Oh, but we are. Face it, Satoshi, I know you too well. Like right 
now. I can’t help but notice you haven’t killed me yet, despite what I 
did to Hisoka. Why do you suppose that is?” 

“Fuck you!” Satoshi’s finger flexed against the trigger, then 
stopped. 

“Can’t do it, can you? Here, hand me the gun. You always needed 


me to do your killing for you. Even now, with your girlfriend and 
child painted all over the walls, you can’t kill me.” 

Satoshi hit him with the gun again, this time on the forehead. 
Masa went down. He pushed himself back to his knees, feeling the 
fresh cut on his forehead. Then he snapped his hand to flick the 
blood off it. 

“We just going to do this all day?” 

“No. On your feet.” 

“You want to pose me before killing me? Is that it?” 

Satoshi reached down and yanked Masa to his feet. Then tripped 
him and sent him to the ground, landing on top of him. He roughly 
yanked Masa’s hands behind him and handcuffed them together. Then 
he pulled Masa to his feet again. 

“You know, you really should switch to zip ties. The new ones are 
almost impossible to get out of. But then, you’re a traditionalist. Work 
up the nerve to kill me yet?” 

“T’m not going to kill you. ’'m going to take you to Vasili.” 

“Ho-ho! Even now you can’t bring yourself to do it. The good 
soldier to the end, is that it?” 

“This isn’t about following orders.” 

“No, then what is it about?” 

“Vasili’s going to work you over worse than I would. He can hurt 
you more than I ever could.” 

The smile dropped from Masa’s face and he got up close. He was 
several inches shorter, but glared up at Satoshi. “No, brother. That’s 
where you’re wrong. Nothing he could possibly do to me could hurt 
me more than you have.” 

“We'll see, then, won’t we?” 


Chapter Nine 


Vasili peered at the dim reflection in the glass elevator as it took him 
and Kameko back up to the club. 

“So, do you feel the way you look?” Kameko asked with a side 
glance. 

“Dashing? Charming? Irrepressible?” 

“No, babe, you look like shit. Doesn’t look like you got any 
sleep at all.” 

“Not really.” 

Vasili had caught a cab home after talking with Mei. He had tried 
to sleep, but it was no use, so instead he’d settled for just showering 
and changing before heading back to the club. No rest for the wicked. 

“Big night at the dinner?” 

“You could say that.” 

“Oooohhhh! Tell me!” 

Vasili pointed up. “Wait till we’re upstairs. Jun’ll want to 
hear this too.” 

“Why not just take the day off?” 

“Eh, what else would I do?” 

“No imagination,” Kameko said with a wicked grin. “Come on, 
play hooky with me today.” 

“Well ... maybe we can cut out early. Come on, Jun’s waiting up 
there.” 

They exited the elevator and began walking upstairs to his office, 
nodding to the club manager on the way in. He was seated by the 
front entrance, tallying the numbers for the club. 

“Morning. Jun’s already upstairs.” 

“Thanks, Karubo. How we doing?” 

“We’re making money. As usual.” 

“That’s what I want to hear.” 

They walked upstairs and nodded to the bouncer, who was 
sweeping up last night’s glitter, empty cups, and pill bags. Vasili 
thought he saw an unwrapped condom in the pile of sweepings. He 
just hoped it hadn’t been used. 

Jun was reading the newspaper when they arrived. 

“Okay, we’re both here now,” Kameko said. “Tell us how 
the dinner went.” 


“He hasn’t told you yet?” Jun asked. 

“He was waiting until we were all together. The suspense 
is killing me!” 

Vasili told them about Eriko’s final dinner party as acting shacho. 

“She poisoned all of you?” 

“A little bit. She’s clever like that.” 

Jun just shook his head. 

“That’s fucking twisted,” Kameko said. “At least you didn’t crack.” 

“T almost did, to be honest. I don’t think even my relationship with 
her would have saved me then. She’d have had my skin for trying to 
off her son.” 

“Had your skin metaphorically?” Kameko asked. 

Vasili shook his head no. 

“Well, seems like you dodged the bullet on that whole issue.” 

“How do you figure?” 

“Well, she’s no longer boss. She can’t have you killed for it now.” 

“No, but Chobei wouldn’t take it well.” 

“At least he’s not the boss,” Jun said. “That’s something.” 

“Yeah, how do you feel about Uchida?” Kameko asked. “I really 
don’t know much about her.” 

“She’s smart, and savvy. Whether she will be good boss or not is 
open question.” 

“How did Yoshii take the news?” Kameko asked. 

“Better than Akiyama did.” 

“Or Matsuo!” Jun added. 

“Ah! It feels good to laugh ... about their deaths,” Kameko said 
with a grin. 

“But we have to be on guard,” Vasili reminded them. “Yoshii may 
try to come after us. Attack could come at any time and from any ...” 

He trailed off when his phone began ringing. “Oh, fuck me,” he 
said, before answering. “Hi, Chobei, how are you?” 

“Vasili? Where are you?” 

“Tm at the club. Why?” 

“Can I come see you now? Something urgent has come up.” 

Vasili sighed. “Sure, sure. Everything alright?” 

“Just something important I need to discuss with you.” 

“Tll be here.” He hung up. “Fucking Chobei.” 

“What new failure did he manage to pull off this time?” 

“TI don’t know, but we’re about to find out.” 


Chobei whistled as he and his men rode the elevator up. 


“The view from this place never ceases to amaze me. We’ll have to 
look into taking it over. When the dust settles and Vasili and his 
people are dead, of course.” 

Tamazaki looked out at the view as well. He was less sanguine 
than his boss. Mostly because he didn’t know if they could survive this 
frontal assault or not. 

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” he tried, one last time. “Vasili 
isn’t just going to roll over.” 

“There’s a dozen of us. Armed to the teeth. With enough explosives 
to blast our way into his office, should it come to that. I’m not too 
worried.” 

“What will your mother say when—” 

“Nothing. The bitch is dead.” 

That took Tamazaki by surprise—and maybe one or two of the 
others as well. But Tamazaki found it strange that it wasn’t a surprise 
to more of them. Were they in on it? It wasn’t a good sign that Chobei 
had kept it from him. Tamazaki had been added to his team by Eriko 
herself. And now that she was gone, Chobei might try to clean house 
to get rid of the last of her influence. 

The doors opened and Chobei and his men strode confidently into 
the club. A man sitting at a folding table by the entrance looked up, 
only to catch a hail of bullets for his trouble. He went sprawling, 
leaving a red smear on the wall behind him. 

“So much for his security.” 

They began walking through the heavy black curtains. Almost as 
an afterthought, Chobei paused and pointed at two of his men. 

“You two—stay here. Kill anyone that comes off the elevator.” 

“What about Masa? He should be on his way up soon.” 

“Tf he’s part of ‘anyone that comes off the elevator,’ then he’s to be 
killed,” Chobei said without turning around. “Don’t make me repeat 
myself again.” 

“Yes sir.” 

“T do not want to be interrupted!” 


“What was that?” 

Jun shouted the words as he leapt to his feet at the sound of the 
dull report echoing through the empty club. 

Vasili turned to look at the bank of monitors on his desk. “Shit. 
Chobei and about a dozen of his men. They just shot the manager.” 

Jun sprang up and closed the heavy metal door to the office, 
locking it from the inside. Soon the barbarians were at the gate. The 


only thing separating the two parties was the thick metal door and 
concrete wall between his office and the club at large. 

When Chobei’s faction reached the door, it looked smaller than the 
group that had stormed the club at the entrance on the monitors. 
Some of them must have split off. Vasili turned on the intercom 
system wired to the front of the door. 

“Hi, Chobei. Something I can help you with, maybe?” 

“Sure is, Vasili, old buddy. How about you open this door so 
we can talk?” 

“We're talking now.” 

“Face-to-face. I really prefer to do this face-to-face. Because when a 
coward puts a hit on me—but doesn’t have the decency, or the balls, 
to do it himself—then I want to look that fucker straight in the face 
when I kill him.” 

Vasili turned to the Twins. 

“He knows,” Kameko said. 

She and Jun both began checking their weapons. They knew where 
this was going. Vasili wasn’t even going to bother to deny it. He 
clearly knew. Chobei wouldn’t have mobilized his entire crew for a 
full-frontal assault on Vasili without a damn good reason. 

“T want to know why!” Chobei shouted. 

“You know why!” Vasili shouted. 

“T want to hear you say it!” 

Vasili looked at the Twins. Jun shook his head. Kameko made a 
wanking motion. 

“T hate to be the one to tell you this,” Vasili said into the intercom, 
“but you're a little impulsive. You tend to go off half-cocked. Pick 
fights you can’t win.” 

Chobei smiled on the closed-circuit image. “Oh, but not this time. 
I’ve got the numbers. And all the time in the world.” 

“T’ve got people racing over here as we speak,” Vasili said into the 
mic. He turned to Kameko and mouthed, “Right?” 

She was on the phone with someone that sounded like Chieko. She 
looked up and nodded. 

“Besides,” Vasili said into the mic again, “you’re on the wrong side 
of that wall.” 

“Not for long,” Chobei said, beaming. 

Vasili watched as his men began taking plastic explosives out of 
their bags and setting them along the wall. 


Chapter Ten 


“You think they know we’re here?” Kentaro said. 

Mei peered through the binoculars again, sweeping them over the 
facade of the bar across the street. She was in the third-floor stairwell 
of a six-story building. Every landing of the staircase was filled with 
cops staring out the windows on each floor, keeping tabs on the Top 
Hat bar across the alley. 

“We only grabbed the good doctor last night. So there’s a chance 
we've still got the drop on them. But these guys are quick.” 

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Kentaro said. “Any movement?” 

“Nothing. Not since those last two walked in around ten. The last 
hour’s been quiet.” 

“What’s that put us at?” 

“Four total. Kaza and another guy arrived earlier.” 

“No one still in there from last night?” 

“Could be. Hard to tell.” 

The building didn’t offer much in the way of visibility. The front 
window was dirty, with thick burglar bars over it. There were two 
windows on the second floor, but the blinds were closed tight over 
them. Figured. 

Mei scanned the periphery. To the left of the bar was a narrow 
alley, with a four-story building next to it. She saw a sharpshooter 
setting up on top of it. She knew there was one other sharpshooter on 
the roof of the building they were in now. She didn’t like it. 

“Where’s Endo?” she asked Kentaro. 

“Up a floor or two.” 

She found him upstairs, standing on the landing in front of an 
arcade that had closed down. He nodded when he saw her. 

“What’s with the snipers?” she said. 

He rolled his eyes. “Fucking Ueda. I told him it was overkill, but he 
insisted. He’s got to justify all the military hardware he puts in the 
budget. Which means he has to trot it out every chance he gets. See 
those vans down there? They’re full of riot police sweating through 
their bulletproof vests right now. Just in case.” 

“They’re police, though, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“And yow’re sure about that?” 


Mei remembered how deferential Ueda had been to Ozaki at their 
first briefing. She wanted to make sure she knew who they’d be 
aiming for before she stepped in front of their sights. 

“Don’t worry,” Endo said. “They’re police. I selected them. He 
wanted to have volunteers from the Dark Army on standby, ‘just in 
case.’ But I argued him down.” 

“Good man.” 

“When do you want to move, Kimura?” 

She turned to look at him. “Let’s do it now.” 

He smiled. 

She spoke into her headset. “Alright, team, we’re getting 
ready to move.” 

“Roger that,” came the response. 

Endo bowed to her. “Good work, Kimura. And good luck in there.” 

She bowed back, then began making her way down. 

The entry team began filtering down the stairwell. They hustled 
across the street and lined up by the building to either side. She and 
Watanabe were on one side, with Kentaro, Ina, and Kato on the other 
side. She pressed the button to speak on the headset so she wouldn’t 
have to shout. 

“Alright, everyone. We’ve got four people inside that we know of. 
Potentially more if there are any remaining bar staff. I want to see 
these men stand trial for their crimes, which means we take them 
alive. So no gunplay. Now—” 

“What if we’re fired on first?” Kato asked. 

“You’re only to use force if you or another officer are in imminent 
danger, like if they fire first. But we’re going to do this quick and 
clean and hopefully catch them with their pants down.” 

“What’s the layout like?” Kentaro said. “Do we know that?” 

“Some of us have been here before,” Mei said. “There’s a circular 
bar in the middle of the room, with booths against each wall. Stairwell 
at the back wall on the right side of the building that leads to the 
second floor. That’s where we’re heading. On the back left is a 
hallway that leads to the restrooms, with back areas beyond that. 
Can’t say about the upstairs, never been.” 

“Backup one and two, you there?” 

“Here,” came the simultaneous responses from the riot police in 
the vans. Mei figured they would at least be good for containment in 
case it turned into a shootout that spilled out onto the streets. 

“Alright, hang back. Stay in your vehicles unless you hear 
gunshots.” 

“Roger.” 

“Sniper one?” 

“Here.” 


“Keep the front covered. Sniper two?” 

“Here,” said the man on the next building over. 

“Keep that side alley and rear alley covered. If anyone tries to 
escape that way, radio over to backup three on the next block over.” 

“Roger.” 

She waved over the lock tech. He sprayed the lock with liquid 
nitrogen, waited for a few seconds, then chipped it with a hammer 
and chisel. It shattered quietly, and the door swung open a few inches. 

Mei looked at her team. They looked back to her, waiting for her 
signal. 

“Go.” 


Chapter Eleven 


The Dextro-MXE was coursing through Satoshi in slow, undulating 
waves. As the vehicle wound its way through the city, he was sure to 
keep watch over Masa out of the corner of one eye. 

All of Masa’s attempts to talk were quickly silenced. 

They plunged through the midday mist towards the heart of the 
city. Towards the skyscraper with Club Hyperion at the top. Towards 
the end of all this. They were so close. Yet to Satoshi’s brain, it 
seemed to stretch on forever. A result of the time-dilation effects of 
the Dextro. 

After what seemed like an eternity, they arrived at the building. 
Soon Satoshi was dragging Masa through the lobby and into the 
elevator for the top floors. 

“You know,” Masa said, “we can still just walk away from this. 
Just leave here and forget all this.” 

Satoshi wavered for a_ split second, then pressed the 
button marked “44.” 

“Tt’s too late for that now.” 

“Now that you’ve pressed the button, you mean?” 

“Now that you ...” 

Satoshi closed his eyes. Visions of Hisoka, pale and blood-soaked, 
assaulted his senses. Even with his eyes shut, he could still see her. He 
swallowed hard and tried to push the images away. 

“T didn’t want it to be this way.” 

“But now you do?” 

“Yes. Of course.” 

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. What happened to us, Satoshi? When did it go 
wrong for us?” 

Satoshi didn’t answer. 

“Come on, with all the history we share, I think you at least owe 
me a proper send-off. Sachiko kept warning me this day 
would come, but—” 

“Sachiko? That Sachiko?” 

“Yeah. We talk, sometimes.” 

“Huh. I guess you never really got over her.” 

“Well, you know,” Masa said. “We were close.” 

“Were. But you fuck up everything eventually.” 


“Come on, now, look who you're talking to! It’s me! Masafiro! We 
had some good times. Let’s try to remember those before Vasili has me 
killed.” 

Satoshi remained silent. The Dextro-MXE was slowing time to an 
intolerable degree. As Masa talked, Satoshi’s mind raced to serve up 
images from the past. But he was partially to blame too for the 
visions. Satoshi had agreed to unearth all these graves from the distant 
past. Now he had to live with the ghosts he had freed. As the elevator 
crawled up towards Vasili’s headquarters in the sky, memories as real 
as any projected image flashed before his eyes. 

“Like that time we went to the shore down in Zushi. You 
remember that? How we could barely fit everyone in the car on the 
way over there?” 

Satoshi remembered all those dead bodies from the people Masa 
had killed at the bar. Masa had said they deserved it, but then he 
always used lines like that. 

“Well, most of that was your doing, as I recall.” 

“Sure was! Lotta girls that day!” 

When he closed his eyes, he could still see the corpses crammed in 
the trunk. Plus, the two they’d had to prop up in the backseat. Satoshi 
recalled the stench in that cramped vehicle, with those recently 
deceased bodies piled in, their heads lolling from side to side with 
each corner they took. How the girl with the slit throat in the backseat 
seemed to be staring at him as he drove. 

He remembered sweating bullets the entire drive over to the grave 
they had dug. The clammy fear he had felt when a cop car had passed 
the other way. How he had unsafetied his weapon just in case they 
turned around. Not to mention the nausea he always felt about being 
surrounded by death like that. 

“Or how about Osammy the Whale? Man, we couldn’t have asked 
for a better boss than that guy when we were coming up.” 

Satoshi disagreed with that strongly, but said nothing. 

“Taught us to play his version of baseball in that parking lot, you 
remember? Remember the crack of the bat in that empty lot?” 

“Tl never forget it.” 

“Of course not! You broke the bat that one time!” 

Satoshi was sweating now. He could see it all clearly again. The 
circle of men standing around the empty parking lot at night. The 
terrified victim on his knees in the center of the ring of pale yellow 
light. He relived the fear he’d felt at defying Osammy, the feeling of 
dread that had hung heavy in his stomach, making him queasy. He 
remembered the look of terror on the man’s face that made him want 
to end it. He saw everything in slow motion again, from breaking the 
bat through to driving the sharp edge into the man’s eye. He had 


given the man a death much quicker than would have come 
otherwise, but he still hated himself for having to do it. For being 
forced to do it by Osammy. 

Now he wanted nothing more than to be at the top. To turn Masa 
over and fulfill his duty to Vasili so that he could just leave this city, 
knowing that Masa would get what was coming to him and then some. 
Then he could just leave everything behind him. There was nothing 
for him now. No life here. Maybe no life anywhere. He would do his 
duty, then be done with it. 

“Look, I know what’s waiting for me on the other side of those 
doors.” 

Masa kept talking. Satoshi wished in vain that he would just shut 
up. But soon Masa would be silenced forever. He could put up with his 
chatter for a few more seconds. 

“But before that happens, I just want to say that you’ve been like a 
big brother to me all these years. Even when I made that hard. Even 
when being associated with me made things difficult for you, you still 
stuck by me. I appreciate that. It’s like you raised me, brought 
me up, even.” 

The wave of memories unleashed by that comment came at him 
like a deluge, nearly knocking him over. Satoshi sewing up a vicious 
gash on Masa’s forehead that his father had given him. He’d had to do 
it because they didn’t have the money to go to the hospital in those 
days. Satoshi and Masa standing tall against members of a rival gang 
who were trying to take their stash, and taking a beating for their 
troubles. Satoshi putting himself between Masa’s father and Masa, 
before going to the ground on top of the drunkard when he was 
rushed. Satoshi and Masa drinking on the roof of Masa’s building, 
looking at the Tokyo skyline at night and dreaming about how one 
day it would all be theirs. 

“And even though I turned out rotten, I don’t blame you.” 

The memories took a darker turn now. Satoshi and Masa, now 
older, arguing about Masa’s decision to knife a guy he thought was a 
threat to them. Satoshi peeling off ten-thousand-yen bills and leaving 
them on the counter at a smashed-up bar while angry, bloodied faces 
looked on menacingly. Then half-carrying, half-dragging a drunken 
Masa out of the place before they could take their revenge. Masa 
bashing a guy in the face with a beer stein, before realizing it wasn’t 
who he’d thought it was. 

It was as if he saw Masa’s entire spectrum in that single elevator 
ride. Watched him go from quiet, beaten-down abuse victim to violent 
abuser himself. He saw the childhood friend he had known become 
everything he’d said he hated, without batting an eye or questioning 
himself. But as soon as his sympathy was evoked, visions of Hisoka 


lying in her own blood came flooding into Satoshi’s head. 

“Which is why I know—don’t think, but know—that someday 
you’re going to make a great father. Someday.” 

His vision dimmed, then popped back into focus. Images came 
flooding through his head quicker than he could stop them. Flashes of 
the aftermath in their apartment. Blood on the walls. Hisoka on the 
ground. The letter soaking up blood from the carpet. Hisoka dead, and 
his life broken to pieces. 

Satoshi’s jaw muscles clenched and unclenched spasmodically, as 
did his hand. He was shaking now, uncontrollably. 

“You... you...” 

Satoshi never finished the thought. 

The elevator doors began to open. 


Chapter Twelve 


Jun was looking around the small office. He got Vasili’s attention and 
pointed to a grate against the wall. 

“Where does that lead?” 

“T don’t know. Is part of ventilation system.” 

“Would it take me to the main floor?” 

“Maybe. I don’t know for sure.” 

Jun nodded. He removed his coat and checked both of his guns for 
ammo. When he was satisfied, he announced, “I’m going out there. 
See if I can take them out from that side.” As he spoke, he took out a 
knife and began unscrewing the screws holding the grate in place. 

“Be careful out there,” Vasili said. “Don’t take them all at once. 
One at a time.” 

“Got it.” 

Jun was about to duck into the grate when Vasili grabbed him 
by the arm. 

“One. At a time. No heroics. No dying.” 

Jun grasped his boss by the forearm and nodded. His eyes said 
more than he ever could with his words. He turned and slipped into 
the ventilation shaft. 

Vasili turned to Kameko. 

“Okay, where are our people?” 

“Tengu’s out of reach. I’m guessing he’s in the air as we speak. No 
luck with his backups.” 

“So they’re out. Shit.” 

“Yeah. Chieko’s rallying a contingent of her men. Be here in thirty 
minutes. No word from Kozu. Nor Hikaru.” 

Vasili shook his head. “Fuck.” Their absence now was particularly 
suspect. Hikaru, he understood. The man had been turning on him for 
a while, and he had let it get too far. But Kozu? What was going on 
there? 

“You want me to try Madoka?” 

“Don’t bother. He is scientist, not fighter. We need Tengu and his 
men here as soon as he’s back.” 

“Tl keep trying them.” 

She dialed the phone again, with her thumb in her mouth. 

“What’s with that?” Vasili said. “You’re probably the toughest 


person I know. Yet you still suck your thumb.” 

“T’'m not sucking my thumb. I’m blowing on it.” 

“Still. Why?” 

“Blowing without letting air out increases intra-abdominal and 
intrathoracic pressure, which stimulates the vagus nerve. This slows 
your heart rate and calms you. Frankly I don’t know why everyone 
doesn’t do this.” 

“Never too late to learn something new.” 

“Yeah. Let’s hope.” 

Vasili went back to the intercom. He needed to stall as much as he 
could. He was about to suggest that he and Chobei bring the issue to 
Eriko as a way to buy time, but then there was the problem of what 
would happen if Chobei took him up on that. Eriko’s room of skin 
suits flashed through his mind, and he dropped the idea. 

“Chobei, it doesn’t have to be like this.” 

“Oh, and how would you prefer we handle this? A sit-down with 
my mother? Would you like to explain to her how you ordered a hit 
on her only child?” 

Damn, it was like he’d read Vasili’s mind. Vasili was pondering his 
reply when Chobei continued. 

“Well, it’s a little late for that. You see, my dear mother passed 
away in the night.” 

“What?” 

“Seems she was poisoned last night. I haven’t decided yet who did 
it. Frankly, I’m leaning towards you, but Uchida would make a good 
candidate too.” He seemed to be musing out loud. “Well, Ill 
figure it out.” 

“You ... snake,” Vasili fumed. “You killed your mother? Why? 
Because she didn’t make you boss? You unworthy ... shitstain ofa...” 

The death of Eriko rattled him more than he could have imagined. 
The very thought that that unworthy bastard would kill someone like 
Eriko, his own mother—that anyone could turn against their own 
mother, their own flesh and blood ... the fury threatened to engulf 
Vasili and swallow him whole. No. He had to remain calm. He would 
have his revenge. But only if he was calm enough to extract it. 

Chobei smirked into the camera as his men continued laying 
charges. Vasili pushed his rage down into the pit of his stomach. 

“Go ahead, laugh,” Vasili said into the intercom. “Before today is 
over, I will kill you with my own hands.” 

He was pleased to see the smug grin disappear from Chobei’s face. 

Just then, he could hear the dull report of shots fired ringing out 
through the club. 

“What was that?” Kameko asked. 

He glanced at the monitors. “It’s Satoshi. He found Masa. Finally. 


Good for him.” 

“Little late.” 

“Yeah. Bad timing too.” 

“Can you tell him not to come up here?” 

“He looks busy right now.” 

Outside, he heard Chobei ordering two more of his men downstairs 
to the entrance at the sound of the gunfire. Good. Now the total 
outside was a more manageable eight to their two. Three if Jun found 
a way out. 

“Well, he can take care of himself,” Kameko said. “What’s that 
prick out there up to now?” 

“He’s ... shit, almost finished laying charges.” Vasili looked up at 
Kameko. “Get out.” 

“Fuck off,” Kameko said. 

She didn’t even take her eyes off the shotgun she was loading. 
Vasili unsafetied his own gun. It had been so long since he had used 
one of these. So long since he had done his killing himself, instead 
of outsourcing it. 

“fm serious. You can squeeze through vent. I cannot. 
Get out now.” 

“No.” 

Vasili bristled. “This is order.” 

“And this is me disobeying that order.” 

“Blow it,” Chobei could be heard saying over the intercom. 

“Goddammit, Kameko, they’re going to—” 

He never finished that thought. He was interrupted by a bone- 
rattling explosion. The sound was fierce, the reverberation strong 
enough that it rattled his teeth. And that was even with the thick 
concrete wall muffling the blast somewhat. 

“Going to what?” Kameko screamed over the ringing in his ears. 
“Try to kill us?” 

She pumped the shotgun in her hand as she darted from behind the 
sofa straight towards the hole that had been blown in the wall. It was 
roughly ten inches across, and jagged where the concrete had been 
destroyed. Kameko put one foot on the wall next to the hole to steady 
herself as she put the tip of the shotgun through the opening. She 
angled herself so the gun was braced against her hip and she had a 
clear line of sight through the hole. Then she began firing at the 
figures on the far side of the room visible through the haze of dust. 
She stopped only when the shotgun clicked dry. 

“They’re welcome to try!” she snarled. “I do this shit for a living!” 

Vasili smiled. He had never loved her more than he did right now. 
He’d have to tell her that, if they ever got out of this alive. 

It was still hazy on the other side of the wall. But the screaming 


outside told him she had hit at least one of them. It didn’t sound fatal, 
until the crack of a gunshot rang out, silencing the screamer. Chobei 
the merciful, Vasili thought wryly. 

With the damage to his club, it felt like the foundation was 
crumbling beneath him. Eriko was gone and his club—the seat of his 
empire—was coming down around his head. It was like the world 
was caving in. 

“Load another charge!” Chobei yelled from somewhere on the far 
side of the room outside. 

“Help me with this,” Vasili said. 

He angled himself behind a large metal cabinet against the wall, 
while she pushed from the side. They slid it in front of the hole. 

“Why not make this easier on all of us!” Chobei yelled. They didn’t 
need the intercom to hear one another now. 

“No!” Vasili yelled. 

“But if I accidentally blow you up, I won’t be able to torture you to 
death!” 

“Chobei, you haven’t done one thing right in all of time I know 
you! What makes you think you can get this right?” 

Chobei shrieked curses at them. He fired a handgun several times 
into the hole, the bullets easily punching through the metal cabinet. 
Luckily, Vasili and Kameko were out of the line of fire. Unfortunately, 
the enormous wall-length window across the way wasn’t. It shattered. 
Vasili winced. 

“Hope no one is standing below.” 

“That’s the alley side. Should be alright. ’m more worried about 
us up here.” 

Vasili checked the monitors outside. A few of Chobei’s men were 
arranging another charge at the wall. Two had weapons aimed at the 
hole, covering it. Chobei himself was pacing around, hurling insults 
and expletives at them. He seemed coked up, or high on something. 

Another charge or two and the wall would be breached. He tried to 
focus on the problem, but now something else was troubling him. 

“What is that smell? Is like smoke.” 

“T don’t know. Probably whatever they’re using to blast 
through this wall.” 

Vasili shook his head. That wasn’t it. He glanced back over at the 
bank of monitors. Those on the second floor were hazy, as if a cloud 
of smoke hung in the air. Then he saw it. There, on the club’s first 
floor. 

“Ts fire,” Vasili said. 

Kameko looked up at him, wide-eyed. 

“Hyperion is burning.” 


Chapter Thirteen 


Satoshi saw the elevator door open glacially, as time had slowed to a 
crawl with the Dextro-MXE. He saw the two men standing there, arms 
upraised. Realized there was only one reason for them to be 
standing like that. 

Without thinking, he pushed Masa away to the far side of the 
elevator, using his body to spring towards the other side. He barely 
got out of the way in time. For in the next instant, he heard the bullets 
smashing into the glass of the elevator behind him. 

When the glass gave way, he suddenly felt exposed, like he was 
standing at the edge of a giant cliff. A strong wind lashed him through 
the gaping hole now in the elevator, almost knocking him off-balance. 
As he recovered, he noticed the look of shock on Masa’s face. But 
before he could do anything else, Masa was off, diving out of the 
elevator and plunging through the heavy velvet curtains to the right. 

Satoshi heard another volley of shots fired after him. According to 
his mental count, the shooters were nearly out. Well, one still had one 
bullet. But he could live with that. 

He removed the shotgun from his back with one hand, caught it 
with the other, pumped it, and stepped into the elevator doorway in a 
single motion. One of the shooters had him covered while the other 
peered through the curtain looking for Masa. 

He fired, noticing the other man’s eyes go wide before his shot 
caught him in the neck and upper chest. The man’s hand jerked when 
he was hit and his shot went wide. The other man looked up. 

Pump. 

Fire. 

Now the swinging curtains beside them were tinged with crimson 
fluid. 

Satoshi looked down. The cuffs he had placed on Masa were on 
the floor. Shit. 

He looked up to see the second man he had just shot disappear, 
dragged under the curtain. His gun was still in hand, along with any 
other weapons he might have. Satoshi pumped and fired at the spot 
where the man’s blood trail led to. He was probably too late to hit 
Masa but figured he might get lucky with the shotgun’s spread. 

That meant Masa could be on the other side of the curtains waiting 


for him. And now he was uncuffed and armed. Cursing his bad luck 
and stupidity, Satoshi screwed up his courage and quickly ducked 
behind the curtain with his shotgun leveled. 

No Masa. Just the crumpled body of the shooter on the floor. The 
next curtain was swinging, so he figured Masa must have gone 
through. If memory served, there were five total curtains, which 
created four snakelike lanes for the clubbers to queue in while waiting 
to get to the ticket counter. 

Steeling himself once more, he pumped his shotgun, then ducked 
through a gap in the curtain. Nobody. Wait. The same curtain was 
swaying further down. Masa must have backtracked. 

Moving as quietly as possible, Satoshi ran to the other end and 
quickly ducked around the opening at the end of the aisle. Now the 
curtains to either side were swaying. With his shotgun still at the 
ready, he deftly removed a magazine from his jacket pocket and 
tossed it down the aisle. It landed with a clatter as he aimed the 
shotgun. A bullet tore out from behind the curtain. He fired directly at 
where it had come from. 

He heard a muffled cry of pain. A hit. He ducked through to see a 
man he didn’t recognize, who definitely wasn’t Masa. Shit. Who 
else was here? 

No time for that now. He ducked through the curtain again, then 
went around the next bend. Nobody. Trying to look up and down the 
aisle at the same time, he made his way to the next bend in the 
curtain. He was peering around it when he heard a gunshot, followed 
by splintering plaster as the bullet tore into the wall beside his head. 
He dove across to the next aisle, bringing his shotgun up as quickly as 
he could and aiming at where the shot had come from. But he heard 
nothing. He waited, glancing back the way he had come to make sure 
Masa wasn’t coming around that way. 

He waited, trying to hear over his pounding heart and the rush of 
blood in his ears. 

There. The curtain twitched. That didn’t make sense. Masa must 
have figured he’d still be here. Was this a trap? 

As if to answer his question, the curtain swelled up where someone 
tried to run under it. Satoshi fired for the center of the bulge. He 
pumped the shotgun and fired again as the curtain began pulling back 
to reveal the figure. 

It was Masa, carrying the dead man from before in front of him 
like a shield. Satoshi’s first shot had torn the dead man’s chest open, 
and the second one had blown his head apart like an overripe melon. 
Masa tore through into the next curtain, firing on Satoshi as he went. 
Luckily, carrying all that extra weight and firing while moving put his 
aim off. His shots went wide. When he disappeared behind the next 


curtain, Satoshi sprang to his feet and gave chase. 

Then he stopped at the last curtain. Masa was already on the other 
side. As soon as Satoshi came out, he was probably going to start 
blasting away. There, at the end of the aisle. He picked up a 
cylindrical metal trash can with an ashtray in the top. This he tossed 
at the curtain at a point a few feet away. As soon as the curtain bulged 
out, a bullet dented the can. As quickly as possible, he leveled the 
shotgun and fired. 

“Fuck!” Masa bellowed. 

This was followed by the sound of sneakers screeching against the 
floor as Masa took off. Satoshi ran around the curtain. Masa was gone. 
But there was a trail of blood leading around to the staircase. The 
blood came in dribs and drabs of crimson that stood out on the black 
floor in little puddles. Nothing substantial, probably just a flesh 
wound. 

He followed the trail of blood, entering the stairwell cautiously. 
The blood went down the winding staircase, and so Satoshi followed. 
He put his shotgun back in its back holster. The narrow space was too 
tight for such a _ large weapon. He drew a_ handgun 
and proceeded down. 

The blood stopped halfway. Damn. Masa must have realized and 
plugged the leak. 

As he carefully made his way down, Satoshi thought through his 
plan of attack. This staircase led out into the bar area, a square room 
with a square bar island set in the middle, and chairs, tables, and wall- 
mounted ledges for drinks around the side. The far corner opened into 
the lounge area, with two rows of booths with tables and seating to 
either side, beyond which was an open counter for a kitchen. To the 
right of the booths was a lounge with a small DJ stand and more 
seating. Not a great setup, considering it gave Masa plenty of 
places to hide. 

Satoshi peered into the bar, then instantly ducked back. He didn’t 
see Masa, so he made a dive for the bar. He made it to the far side as a 
cluster of bottles exploded on the counter above him. He didn’t see 
where Masa was firing from, which gave Masa the advantage. Another 
bottle exploded on the bar a few feet down from him, as if to 
emphasize the point. 

“Look at us, Satoshi. Two sides of the same coin, each one with a 
gun to the other’s head. It’s sad. How did we get here?” 

“You killed Hisoka! And my unborn daughter!” 

“Well, fair’s fair!” Masa shouted back. 

Satoshi had to will himself to stay collected. Masa was trying to 
goad him into making a mistake. He had to remain calm. 

His calm lasted until the first exploding bottle landed a few feet 


from him. The first thing he heard was breaking glass, followed by a 
whoosh as the flaming rag stuffed in the bottle as a wick ignited the 
alcohol. The flame spread to cover the liquid from the bottle seeping 
into the wooden floor, soon igniting the alcohol-soaked floor. The heat 
radiating off it was intense, and Satoshi crab-walked away from the 
flickering flames. 

“T never wanted any of this, you know!” Masa shouted. “I’m only 
ending what you started! But I never wanted to go down this road. 
Not with you!” 

Another bottle exploded on top of the bar. The flame instantly 
raced down the length of it, engulfing it in fire. Satoshi had to move 
fast; his position was quickly becoming untenable. Flaming chunks of 
booze-soaked glass dribbled off the bar in molten droplets that nearly 
singed him. And as soon as Masa landed one in the center of the 
island, where most of the liquor bottles were kept, the whole bar 
would go up in flames. 

Moving quickly, Satoshi ran to the far wall. From this angle he 
couldn’t see the kitchen, where he suspected Masa was now. It was 
just as he was steeling himself to open himself up to take a shot that 
he saw it. He froze. Because as soon as he saw it, he knew. It was 
perfect. 

He saw it in slow motion, a result of the Dextro-MXE. 

It was a crystal-clear bottle of vodka, with a flaming rag sticking 
out from one end. It was turning end over end as it spun through the 
air, the liquid inside sloshing from one side to the next, catching the 
reflection of the flames as it moved. 

It was beautiful. 

Liquid fire spinning and dancing through the air. 

Everything about it. 

Just. 

Perfect. 

The momentum. 

The arc. 

The trajectory. 

The flames. 

Beautiful. 

The bottle landed in the center of the island full of liquor bottles. 

In the next instant the flames shot up as the bottle exploded 
against the others. 

And suddenly Satoshi’s world was on fire. 


Chapter Fourteen 


The lock tech swung the door open on Mei’s order and then got the 
hell out of the way. She and Kentaro took the lead in entering the 
deserted bar, with the others in tow behind them. The five of them did 
a quick sweep of the downstairs. They checked the booths and the bar 
area in the center to make sure the place was empty. Better safe than 
shot in the back of the head. 

Watanabe pointed upstairs through the ceiling. Mei listened and 
could hear faint shuffling noises upstairs. She nodded, but motioned 
for them to check the rear of the building first. She stationed Ina and 
Kato in front of the stairs and indicated that they were to wait before 
proceeding upstairs. 

Then she and the other two checked the back area. The restrooms 
were empty, and the storage room in the back was likewise deserted. 

“Clear,” she whispered to the others. 

But it was as they began making their way back to the bar area 
that she heard shots being fired upstairs. 

She cursed under her breath as she and the others began running 
towards the sound of the shooting. 


K*K* 


“Let’s do it!” Kato whispered as soon as he saw Mei and the others 
disappear. 

“You want to go up now?” Ina hissed. 

“Fuck yeah! We can take them now, they’re not expecting us.” 

Ina began nodding, with visions of commendations in his head. 
“Alright!” 

They crept up the stairs. Kato peered around the corner, then gave 
the all-clear signal. They rounded the corner into the hallway, moving 
as quietly as they could. It was deathly silent. The hallway had two 
doorways open off to the right. They reached the first one, staying 
close to the wall to reduce the chance that a loose floorboard would 
give them away. There was only some slight creaking from the old 
wooden floor, but probably not enough to betray their position. Or so 
Kato thought. They held their guns in close against their bodies as 


they quickly turned the first corner. 

The room contained stacks of liquor boxes around the outside. A 
ping-pong table stood in the center of the room, with a small kitchen 
off in one corner and an arcade game in another. But there were no 
people as far as they could see. 

They moved down the hall to the next room. Ina took the lead this 
time, waiting just beyond the open door. He signaled to Kato, then 
turned into full view of the doorway with Kato right after him. 

“Fre—” 

That was as far as Ina got before a high-caliber bullet knocked the 
wind out of him through his armor. The second one took his head off 
and splattered it against the wall behind him. 

Kato tried to pull back, but his momentum carried him forward 
into the doorway after Ina. He felt the wind knocked out of him before 
he heard the report from the weapon. Then a man was over top of 
him, smashing his face in with the side of a handgun. The next thing 
he knew, he was being dragged to his feet, with the oily gunmetal of 
the handgun’s barrel being forced into his mouth. 

He struggled to breathe around it. He was already short of breath 
from the blast he had taken to his ribs and chest. The vest he was 
wearing had stopped it from killing him, but he felt like he had been 
hit head-on by a car. 

“How many?” the man hissed at him. 

Kato gagged on the gun barrel when he tried to talk. He held up 
three fingers. As he did, he looked into the room the man had just 
come from. It looked like a slaughterhouse inside. There were two 
other bodies that he could see, plus streaks of blood on the walls. 

“Move! Downstairs!” the man said, shoving him forward. 

Kato rounded the corner to see Mei and the others with their 
weapons aimed straight at them from the bottom of the stairs. The 
man holding Kato spat against the wall, then chuckled darkly to 
himself under his breath. 

“Well, this day got interesting quick.” 


“Drop your weapon!” 

Mei shouted up at the man holding a gun to Kato’s head. She 
recognized him as Kaza from her file. 

“Nope!” came his reply. “You drop yours!” 

“There’s no way out of this for you,” Mei said. “The building is 
surrounded. Cops in every direction. There’s no escape.” 

“We'll see.” 


“Ina?” Mei asked Kato. 

“Shot.” 

“Fuck,” Mei hissed. “What about—” 

“What about you shut your mouth and move out of the way. 
We’re coming down.” 

With that, the assailant pushed Kato ahead of him, following close 
behind. He stayed right behind Kato’s head so as to not give them a 
shot. Slowly, the three at the bottom of the stairs backed off. Kaza 
moved slowly and deliberately. When they got to the bottom, he 
began edging backwards towards the rear storage room. 

“Tll stay on him,” Mei said to Kentaro and Watanabe. “You two 
check upstairs. Make sure no one else is coming to surprise us.” 

“You sure?” Kentaro said, never taking his eyes off Kaza and his 
hostage. 

“Sure. I got this.” 

He nodded, and the two of them began slowly ascending the stairs. 

She followed after Kaza and Kato, keeping her weapon 
trained on him. 

“There’s no way out of this for you,” she said again. “Your only 
way of surviving this is by putting down your weapon and coming 
with us peacefully.” 

“Yeah ... no. I wouldn’t last long in custody. I think I'll try this my 
way. But thank you for your concern.” 

“No problem,” Mei said. 

He slowly shuffled his way back through the storage area to a door 
in the far wall. Mei followed as close as she could, while still taking 
cover where she could find it. 

“Sniper two, stand by,” she said into her headset. 

“Standing by.” 

Kaza backed into the door, pushing it open with his hip. Checking 
both ways and finding the alleyway clear, he dragged Kato out into it. 
Mei closed the distance and caught the door with her elbow, then 
followed them out. 

As she came out into the alley, her earpiece crackled to life. 

“T’ve got a shot,” said the sniper. “Sometimes. When he moves his 
head far enough away from his hostage.” 

“What about our guy?” 

“Tt’s risky. And getting harder the farther he moves away.” 

“Alright.” 

“Alright, take the shot?” 

“Hang on.” 

“T'd decide soon. He’s moving out of safe range.” 

“Let me think.” 

“Do it quickly. The window is closing.” 


Chapter Fifteen 


Jun forced himself through the narrow duct. The air inside was stale 
and hot, as the air conditioning only ran when the club was crowded. 
Now the hot air packed in this metal tube smelled of stale sweat 
mixed with the musty-sweet smell of old booze. Even for a 
professional like Jun, it was a lot to handle. 

He had removed his shoes some ways back to make it easier to 
move without banging on the bottom of the vent. Now he was moving 
as carefully as possible, but it was hard to avoid making noise 
entirely. The vent he was in was taking him around the stage outside 
of Vasili’s office now. He could hear Chobei and his men talking as he 
crawled around. Which meant they would be able to hear him if he 
made any loud noises. 

The wall here was thinner than the one in front of Vasili’s office 
(which was reinforced just for such eventualities). That meant that 
any bullets sent his way would probably punch through the wall into 
the vent, then into his body. He had to be as quiet as possible as he 
crawled through the confined space, which wasn’t easy. It was pitch- 
black inside, meaning he had to move by feeling his way along. 

He would slide his hands along the sides of the shaft, then wedge 
them to either side to pull the rest of his body along behind him. 

Slide. Wedge. Pull. Slide. Wedge. Pull. 

It was a laboriously slow process. Or at least it felt that way to 
him. Because every minute he was in here was a minute that Chobei 
came closer to breaching the wall. 

Slide. Wedge. Pull. Shit! 

At one point, he pulled himself forward, only to feel the floor 
below him suddenly give way. He was left dangling half off the ledge 
of another shaft that intersected this one from below. He pushed both 
hands out to wedge himself in place. But the heat from the shaft was 
causing them to sweat, and he slipped. He caught himself on the far 
lip with both hands and hung there motionless. 

He heard something outside. Shuffling feet as people approached. 
He could hear them moving around outside. Jun held his breath. 

“What is it?” came a muffled voice. 

Pause. 

His muscles started burning from holding his body weight in that 


position. 

“Nothing. Thought I heard something.” 

Chobei screamed something, and he heard the pair shuffle away. 
He resumed breathing. His muscles were screaming now, and he 
struggled to pull himself back up into the horizontal shaft. 

Moving as quickly as possible without making any noise, he made 
it around to the far side of the room. There, up ahead. He saw light 
streaming through a grate. He crawled towards it to find himself at a 
vent that opened up into the stairway. Perfect. He would slip down 
this into the stairwell and come around behind them. 

Or at least he would have, if there was any way to open the vent 
from this side. Which there wasn’t; it was bolted in place from the 
other side. He had to go back and see if that intersecting vent from 
before led anywhere. He couldn’t even turn around inside the 
cramped space, so he began pushing himself backwards. He felt the 
ground with his feet to make sure he didn’t fall into it again. No more 
surprises. 

He found the vent leading down and slowly eased himself off the 
ledge until he was dangling by his hands again. Not being able to see, 
he couldn’t tell how far it dropped down. He suspected only to the 
next floor, but if he was wrong and it ran the length of the building ... 

Breathing hard now from the exertion and with his hands greasy 
with sweat, he wedged himself into the shaft and began sliding down 
in a controlled manner. Down he slid, and down further still. Maybe 
several feet? He couldn’t say for certain without being able to see 
anything. 

Suddenly one hand plunged through an intersecting vent and he 
began falling. Frantically he pushed the other hand out into the 
bisecting shaft. His body formed a T-shape now, as it dangled above 
the invisible abyss. While he was there, hanging above the void below, 
he heard an explosion up above and to the left. From where Vasili’s 
office would be. He had to hurry. 

He had to use all his upper-body strength just to wedge himself in 
place. Then, slowly, carefully, he maneuvered himself until he was in 
position to switch to one side. He pushed up and ... made it. He 
swung his left hand around to the same side as the right, then pulled 
himself into the shaft. 

Less concerned about noise now, he clambered down the shaft to 
find an opening. He was in luck, because this one wasn’t covered by a 
grate. It came out at a downward-curving vent shaft that opened up in 
the area behind the DJ booth at the front of the main stage on the 
middle floor. He breathed easier once he was out of that 
claustrophobic vent. He absolutely hated tight spaces. 

He carefully peered around the large curtain hanging between the 


DJ booth and the back area, then immediately ducked back behind it. 
Two men emerged from the stairwell right by the velvet curtains 
leading to the elevator. He could hear them talking to one another 
outside of it. He chanced another glance and saw what they were 
talking about. 

It was a dead body. One that, from the looks of it, had lost its head 
somewhere along the way. Who the fuck else was here? 

He had to take out two men, and do it without firing a shot. The 
noise would be sure to bring more. Although maybe that would be a 
good thing, he thought. It would draw more away from the office upstairs 
and the big man. He wavered for a few moments, but ultimately 
decided against it. He could do more damage if they weren’t on their 
guard, if they didn’t expect him. 

Which meant no guns. 

He could manage it. After all, he’d done worse with less. 

He watched them enter the maze of black curtains by the entrance, 
then broke cover and ran after them. He drew his knife as he 
approached, then’ disappeared into the swinging _ black 
curtains after them. 


“Get the fuck out now!” Vasili roared. 

“T told you, I’m not leaving you!” Kameko shot back. 

“The club is burning. There’s no time for heroics. You can get out 
through the vent, I can’t.” 

“Pm not—” 

“Fine, you won’t leave. So go out and kill them before they 
blow us up.” 

“That’s ... that’s a good thought, actually.” 

“Best we have.” 

She ran to him and hugged him. Her grip was viselike, almost hard 
enough to squeeze the breath out of him. He kissed her. 

“Use the shotgun,” she whispered. 

He nodded. “Go! I see you on the other side!” 

Kameko nodded. “I ... I... you ...” She looked uncertain as she 
struggled to verbalize something. 

“Go now! We talk when they are dead.” 

Kameko swallowed her words. She ran to the vent and began 
crawling through it. With the noise and commotion outside, she was 
less careful about making noise than Jun had been. She slid down at 
the same point that he had, and soon came out from the same outlet 
on the middle floor. Instead of heading back the way Jun had gone, 


she went to the left. 

With her gun out in front of her, she began climbing the spiral 
staircase that would bring her out right by the entrance to Vasili’s 
office. It was a risky move, but she chanced it. For Vasili. 

She figured she could surprise them from the stairwell and take out 
a few, then drew more downstairs to pick them off. Not a great plan. 
But good enough for such short notice. She heard voices from further 
up but couldn’t tell if they were in the staircase or the floor above. 

As she listened, someone grabbed her from behind. He was strong, 
wrapping his arms around hers and breaking her grip on the gun. 
Then he wrapped her in a headlock. She struggled, thrashing and 
kicking against him, but it was no use. He had her too tightly. 

“Fuck!” she roared as she struggled. 

“Yeah, it doesn’t look good for you,” her attacker said from behind. 

He began marching her up the stairs, with her flailing and kicking 
the entire time. 


Chapter Sixteen 


Kaza shuffled his way backwards through the alley with Kato held in 
front of him as a human shield. Mei followed, keeping as close as she 
could while taking cover behind whatever she could find. Shooting a 
cop would be tantamount to suicide for him, but he looked desperate 
enough to consider chancing it. She stayed in the doorway until he 
glanced away, then broke for a dumpster against one wall. 

Her mind raced as she weighed her options. Time was running out 
to have the sniper take the shot. 

Up ahead, she saw Kato whimpering and pleading with his eyes for 
her to do it. Getting this dumbass out of the mess he’d put himself in 
was a priority. But Kaza wasn’t giving them many openings, and the 
further back he moved, the worse the sharpshooter’s chances of taking 
him out without killing his hostage became. Mei thought it would be 
easier to try to take him on the ground from behind with the police on 
the next block. But then, there were other considerations to factor in. 

This man and his men had caused untold suffering and pain to 
countless people. She wanted to see justice served. Not only for him 
and his people, but the higher-ups that had put them up to it. Killing 
him now might make it difficult or impossible to see that happen. 

But taking Kaza out would make things easier down the line for 
her. He might be able to produce evidence that he and his men had 
been somewhere else the night Matsuo was killed. That could make a 
conviction more difficult, or even raise some uncomfortable questions 
for Mei herself. 

And hell, if the sniper missed, getting rid of Kato might not be the 
worst thing in the world. It would certainly save her problems with 
him in the future as well ... 

No. She couldn't start thinking like this. She shook her head as if 
clearing the thought away. Stick to Kaza. She had the opportunity 
now to end this by ending him. Nobody would question her call to 
have the sniper take the shot. The only one she’d have to answer to 
would be herself ... 

“Tt’s now or never,” said the sniper. 

Mei swallowed hard. 

“Stand down.” 

“Yes ma’am.” 


Kato’s eyes grew wide with terror when he saw the sniper on the 
roof lower his weapon. 

“Backup three, I want you in position. Suspect will be coming your 
way soon, with a hostage. I repeat: he’s got a hostage.” 

“Roger that,” came the response. 

Kaza and Kato were at the end of the alley now, where it opened 
to a through-street. Kaza looked down to the end and must have seen 
the riot police waiting for him there. He swore loudly and moved 
forward into the alley. 

“What will you give me if I let him go?” Kaza shouted. 

“IT can take you in unharmed.” 

“What? No car? No helicopter? Plane waiting with a pilot?” 

“No deals!” Mei shouted. 

“You hear that?” Kaza said to his hostage. “Doesn’t sound like 
you’re worth a whole lot to your colleagues alive.” 

Kato closed his eyes and seemed to sob silently. 

“Lucky for you, there’s someone here I’d rather see dead. You 
know, I lost a lot of good men because of you, you fucking bitch.” 

“Lot of other people lost their lives too,” Mei shouted back. 

“Yeah, I’m not interested in them. It’s you I want dead now.” 

With that, he took the gun away from Kato’s temple and aimed it 
at her. Sensing his chance, Kato elbowed him hard in the gut, sending 
the shot wide. Kato dove to the ground, and Mei fired low from her 
cover, hitting Kaza in his upper thigh. 

Kaza went down, and Kato scrambled for his handgun. He pinned 
the downed man’s arm to the ground, then pried the gun away. He 
turned him over and began punching him in the face and 
screaming at him. 

“Kato!” Mei cried. 

She ran over and caught his fist. Kaza’s head was lolling. The man 
was completely unconscious. 

“T want him alive!” 

“And me dead? Is that it?” Kato shouted. “Why didn’t you 
take the shot?” 

Oh, lots of reasons, really. 

“T didn’t want to risk hitting you. Plus we need him alive. To give 
up his bosses. This shitstain didn’t think this plan up himself.” 

She felt the tension in his arm relax as the strength went out of 
him. Mei put an arm around his other shoulder and pulled him to his 
feet. Then she rolled Kaza over and handcuffed him. He came to 
coughing blood, which he spat into the pavement a few inches 
from his face. 

Almost as an afterthought, Mei radioed in their status. “Suspect 
apprehended. The area has been secured. Send in a medical team.” 


“Roger.” 

“You alright?” she said to Kato. 

He nodded, still breathing heavily, but calmer now. 

Mei pushed him in the chest, hard. “Then do you mind telling me 
what the fuck you were doing back there!? I told you to wait!” 

“T... we...” 

“Ina’s dead, you dumb motherfucker. Thanks to you, and your 
stupid heroics.” 

“We thought ... it seemed ...” 

“Just shut the fuck up. I’m tired of hearing you.” 

Mei turned around to see Kentaro and Watanabe emerging from 
the rear exit. 

“You alright?” Kentaro shouted as he approached. 

Mei nodded. “We got him. Anyone else inside?” 

“Nobody still alive,” Watanabe said. 

“What? Another body?” 

“Bodies,” Watanabe said. “Plural. Looks like what’s left 
of his crew.” 

“We were attacked out of nowhere!” Kaza said. “All of a sudden 
there were ninjas everywhere!” He started laughing, which soon 
turned to coughing up more blood. 

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Kentaro asked. “You just 
murdered your crew, on top of a bunch of other people, and you’re 
cracking jokes?” 

Kaza raised his head up from the pavement. Mei saw his face was 
streaked with tears. 

“Can’t be helped. The boss commands, the peon obeys. Even if it’s 
insane. Even if it means killing your brothers. Duty is duty.” 

“Good thing we’ve got you to give us everything we need.” 

“Not for long, I reckon.” 

The medical team rounded the corner, two young medics carrying 
their case between them. 

“He’s been shot,” Mei said. “Tend to him.” 


Mei and Kentaro slowly climbed the stairs. She saw Ina lying in the 
hallway, most of his head still plastered to the wall behind him. She 
shook her head. Stupid. 

She walked into the room. It looked like it had been the crew’s 
headquarters until not too long ago. Now it was their grave. 

She saw three bodies scattered around. Two had been shot in the 
back of the head, with one face down on the table in the center of the 


room and one on the floor. The third had a gun in his hand, but 
apparently wasn’t quick enough on the draw. He had a bullet in his 
head, two in his chest, and a surprised look on his face. 

“No honor among thieves,” Kentaro said, shaking his head. 

“So he killed his own men. Why? So they wouldn’t talk to us? Give 
up whoever was giving the orders?” 

“Looks that way. The Kaisha is tight-knit. But this is extreme 
even for them.” 

“Unless there’s something more here that we’re missing.” 

“Could be.” 

“Maybe Kaza will tell us.” It sounded like wishful thinking to Mei 
as soon as she said it. 

“The guy who just killed his own crew to protect this secret? I 
doubt it.” Kentaro shook his head. “I really doubt it.” 

“Well, maybe ...” 

Mei trailed off. She was interrupted by the sound of a ringing 
phone. It was coming from the guy leaning over the table. Kentaro 
looked at her, then back at him. Kentaro was already wearing gloves, 
so he reached into the man’s pocket and removed the phone. He 
answered it, holding it out between them so she could hear. 

“Where the fuck are you guys? You’re supposed to be at 
Club Hyperion now.” 

Kentaro grunted something that sounded like it might have been 
“Coming.” 

“Well, you better fucking hurry! We’ve almost got him. And when 
they tell the tale later, you don’t want to say you were late to the 
execution of Vasili Loginovski!” 

Mei looked at Kentaro, eyes wide with fear. 

Neither of them said a word as they began sprinting for the exit. 

Mei tore out of the front door and almost bowled over Kato, who 
was standing by the entrance. 

“The fuck?” he shouted. 

“Kato! You and Watanabe are in charge of securing the scene!” Mei 
shouted. “I want everything that even resembles evidence bagged and 
tagged for analysis! Got it?” 

“Where are you going?” 

“We just found out these guys are going after someone else!” 

She turned to find a car and ran directly into Nomura. She glanced 
up to see Endo walking over as well. 

“What’s all this?” Nomura asked. 

“One of the men inside received a phone call saying they’re 
moving against someone else right now. We’ve got to stop them!” 

“Who?” 

“Vasili Loginovski.” 


“So? Let the trash take itself out. We need our lead detective here. 
This is a big day for you Kimura.” 

“I know, sir. But I can’t just let them murder someone. Even if he is 
a criminal. We’re better than that.” 

Kentaro had run ahead, and now he swung a police vehicle up 
behind the three of them. He leaned over and opened the 
passenger-side door. 

“Who’s going to handle the scene? And the media?” 

Mei ducked in the car. “Kato’s got the scene. And—” 

“T’ll handle the rest,” Endo said with a nod in their direction. “You 
two go and do your jobs.” 

The car peeled away. 

Nomura and Endo stood there looking at one another. Nomura 
shook his head. 

“T still think she’s compromised, no matter what you say. I can’t 
prove it. But every alarm bell in my head is screaming that she’s 
dirty.” 

Endo patted him on the shoulder. “We don’t get to pick and choose 
who we protect. Don’t ever forget that.” 


Chapter Seventeen 


Jun crept after the two men. Bullet-shaped holes had been torn out of 
the swaying curtains. Blood and gore lined the hallways, soaking 
through his socks as he crept after the others. He tried not to focus on 
that now—even though he absolutely hated getting dirty. 

He heard the men talking up ahead in muffled tones. He was in the 
next line over from the one facing the elevator. 

“Fuck, man, whoever it was got Mura and Tam.” 

“Shit. I don’t want to tell him this.” 

“Hell, I don’t even want to be here. But if we don’t tell Chobei ...” 

“What if we just ... you know?” 

There was a pause as the other man considered this. “It’s not that 
I’m not tempted. But think what he’ll do to us when he finds out.” 

“Alright, let’s head back.” 

There was a loud sigh. 

The curtain began rising as the men ducked under it. Jun got into 
position, and when the first man’s head appeared, he stabbed down at 
the neck. The man collapsed, gurgling blood from the hole in the back 
of his neck. 

“Kido?” the other one said, still behind the curtain. 

Jun lunged for him, but the heavy curtain got in the way. His 
momentum carried him forward, and the two went down, pulling the 
curtain in between them. The man thrashed around beneath it, but 
Jun located his head and placed his hand over the man’s neck. The 
curtain pulled taut, and he could see the contours of the man’s face. 
This made it easy to find where to drive the knife in to hit the eye 
socket. The blade slid home, and the man stopped struggling with 
a spastic jerk. 

Jumping to his feet, Jun took a quick look around to see what he 
could see. In addition to the men he had just killed, there was another 
man who had been shot in front of the elevator. With the headless 
man back by the main floor, that made four. Five, if he counted the 
manager who had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Jun 
quickly wiped off his knife and ran for the stairs. 

He took them two at a time, but stopped short when he saw one of 
Chobei’s men sprawled out in the middle of them. The man had his 
gun in one hand and a bottle of whiskey in the other. He didn’t move 


when he saw Jun. 

The element of surprise was gone, so Jun had to throw himself at 
the man and hope his bullet caught him somewhere that wasn’t fatal. 
He tensed himself to spring, but then stopped himself. He paused 
when the man aimed his one hand at Jun. The one with the whiskey 
bottle. 

“Sorry. It’s yours. Y’all’s. Whatever. I just needed a drink before 
that idiot got me killed.” 

“You’re with Chobei?” 

It seemed a stupid question, but it was all Jun could think to ask. 
The man laughed darkly and took another swig. He seemed pretty 
drunk already. But then, it had been a rough day for everyone. 
“Unfortunately. You guys hiring?” 

“If we survive this. If you want to get on The Rock’s good side, 
saving his life would be a start.” 

“Gotcha.” He took a last swig and put down the bottle. Then he 
held his gun out to Jun, handle-first. “Name’s Tamazaki.” 

“Jun. No, thanks, got my own.” 

“Of course. There were eleven of us. But I figure it’s down to 
seven. Six of them, without me.” 

“Alright,” Jun said, removing his piece from his waistband. 
“Then let’s—” 

He was interrupted by the sound of an explosion as a second blast 
rang out from above. 

All sense of plot and strategy left him then, and suddenly Jun 
found himself leaping over the prone man and sprinting towards the 
source of the blast. 

Towards the danger. 

Towards Vasili and Kameko. 


Satoshi pressed himself against the wall and shielded the side of his 
face facing the flames with one arm. Even then, the waves of heat 
radiating off the flaming island in the center of the room were almost 
unbearable. He put on his respirator and mask, but took them off right 
away when they fogged up. 

“Satoshi! Come on out of there, buddy!” he could hear Masa yell 
through the roar of the flames. 

If there was one saving grace, it was that it sounded like Masa had 
moved further away. Probably into the kitchen, where the counter 
would give him a semiprotected vantage point to fire from. So the 
good news was that he couldn’t hit Satoshi from that angle until 


Satoshi broke cover. The bad news was that the inferno behind him 
meant that he’d have to break cover real soon. 

He glanced over at the fire. Flames were shooting out from the bar 
island now. They poured straight up until they reached the scorched 
ceiling, where they rolled out to either side. But even more pressing 
than the oven-like temperatures in the bar area was the river of fire 
that was making its way towards him. He could hear bottles exploding 
from the heat, their alcoholic contents mixing with the melting glass 
to form a stream of red-hot glass and burning liquor. It was flowing 
across the floor towards him at about an inch a second. He had several 
seconds to decide what to do about that. 

He considered throwing one of the barstools out and making a 
break when Masa fired on it, but he’d never make it. He glanced back 
through the flames and saw there was no way back that way without 
getting scorched. So between certain death and a probable maiming, 
he chose the latter. 

Pulling his overcoat up over his head, he tore through the flames 
back towards the staircase. The flames licked at him with hellacious 
heat as he sprinted past. In another moment, he was through, and he 
began climbing the staircase. His overcoat was still smoking as he let 
it fall back over his shoulders. Off in the distance, he heard another 
explosion. No time for that now. He’d see what was up once 
Masa was dead. 

He situated himself at the top of the staircase and waited. Masa 
would have to come up the stairs on the opposite side of the main 
floor. He had the exit covered this way and could pick off Masa when 
he emerged. He was a better shot than Masa from long range, so this 
position favored him. 

He took out his handgun and checked the magazine before sliding 
it back into place. When he looked up, he saw Masa sprinting for the 
bar against the back wall, then diving behind it for cover. Shit. There 
went his advantage. 

“There’s no way you come out of this alive!” Satoshi yelled. “I’ve 
got the better position!” 

“Hah! I’m used to working from worse positions than this! I 
practically live here.” 

“You know me. You know what I can do. Do you really think I’d 
allow you to live after what you did to Hisoka?” 

“Ts it really any different than me and Sachiko?” 

“How can you even compare the two? That was totally different.” 

“Was it? Seems like we’ve both ended one another’s relationships. 
But, hey, shit happens between friends, right?” 

Satoshi felt his blood boiling. He struggled to maintain his calm 
and keep the bar area covered in case Masa tried anything. 


Or slipped up. 

“How long, Masa? How long are you going to play the victim?” 

“Fuck you!” 

“Yeah, you had it hard growing up. Don’t act like you’re the only 
one. Hell, you’re not the only one in this room. You don’t get special 
treatment. You don’t get to act the way you do, hurt people the way 
you do, kill the way you do.” 

Masa laughed a harsh, mirthless laugh. 

“Yeah, and who taught me to hurt people? Who taught me to 
fight? You did. You set me on the Path. You put me on this road. 
Turns out the Path isn’t a straight line, it’s a circle.” 

“If I had known it would lead you here, Pd have killed you 
myself back then.” 

“You don’t ... you can’t ...” 

From the tone of Masa’s voice, he knew that had hit home. Good. 
Masa got himself under control quickly, though. He was always quick 
to recover. 

“Maybe you should have killed me back then. But let’s face it, you 
could never pull the trigger. You were always soft, Satoshi. Always 
needed someone like me to do what you couldn’t. Even as you held 
your nose at what I had to do, you needed me to do it.” 

“Enough with that.” 

“No, it’s true. I fucked up too. I let you tell yourself these little lies. 
But you can’t anymore, can you? The veil has been lifted and you see 
things for what they really are now, don’t you?” 

“T see you for what you are.” 

“Then you know what I’m going to do next.” 

“Youre going to die.” 

“Ha, no. I’m sure by now you’ve got the stones to do it. But you’d 
still have to pull it off somehow. No, here’s what happens next. You’re 
going to die here. Then I’m going to head north to handle some 
unfinished business. After that, I’ll make it my personal mission to kill 
everyone you love. Everyone. You won’t be around to see it, but 
somehow you'll know. And you'll finally understand the cost of your 
cowardice.” 

Satoshi felt his rage building, but he knew that was what Masa 
wanted. The second Satoshi let his rage control him, the battle 
was already lost. 

Not getting his desired effect, Masa continued. 

“T mean, look at you! You can’t even kill me yourself. That’s why 
you brought me here. Let your foster daddy do your killing for you!” 

Satoshi kept watching from his position. Suddenly he saw motion 
from behind the bar. Masa made a break for it, and just as quickly, 
Satoshi aimed and fired at the whorl of movement. But when Masa 


went down, Satoshi realized it was just his jacket. Masa must have 
weighted it down and thrown it towards the exit. The three bullets 
Satoshi had put into it dead center probably told Masa everything he 
needed to know about Satoshi’s intentions. 

“Huh. Maybe you do have the stones for it.” 

“Step out into view and let me show you.” 

“Naw. Because all I have to do is stall you. Chobei and his men are 
upstairs now, which means Vasili’s probably already dead. The time 
when weak men like you and Vasili could prosper are over. I don’t 
know if you’ve noticed, but only sharks can survive in these 
dirty waters now.” 

“Bullshit!” 

Satoshi’s defiance didn’t last long. Just then, another explosion 
rattled the building. 

“That sounded serious! I wonder if Vasili’s already dead, or just 
about to die? More blood on your hands, Satoshi. Seeing as how you 
were too busy trying to get revenge to do your duty.” 

Satoshi heard screaming from up above now. A woman’s screams. 
Kameko. 

He didn’t know anything that scared Kameko. Except maybe losing 
Vasili. 

He stood there torn. 

Masa could make this standoff last as long as he wanted. Long 
enough for whoever was upstairs to kill Vasili, then find 
them down here. 

But leaving his position here meant letting Masa escape. 

Hating himself with every fiber of his being, Satoshi made his 
decision. 


Chapter Eighteen 


Jun and Tamazaki snuck up the stairs. Jun didn’t like how much 
Tamazaki was swaying on his feet, but he figured he’d at least make a 
good target for Chobei’s men to draw their fire. Nothing personal, just 
pure, cold tactics. 

He peered into the dance floor upstairs from the stairwell. Chobei 
and his men were all concentrating on setting up the next charge. Jun 
was about to slip into the room when one of the men ambled in front 
of the door. He had his back to the stairs and failed to see Jun and 
Tamazaki. Jun traded his gun for a knife and stabbed the man through 
the back of the neck. Whisper-quiet. Except for the gurgle of blood 
that came out of the man’s mouth. Jun dragged him into the stairwell. 

“Alright. They’re distracted. [ll slip in along the far wall and flank 
them, you stay here. When I’m in position, I'll signal. Then we cut 
them down from beside and behind. Got it?” 

Tamazaki nodded. 

“Good.” 

Jun slipped along the wall, staying low and moving fast. Before 
long, he was behind the speakers at the front of the room. He found a 
position behind a large amp on its side and was about to give the 
signal to Tamazaki. 

But something stopped him. A sound coming from the far stairwell, 
by the door to Vasili’s office. Kameko. 

One of Chobei’s men dragged her into view through the doorway, 
then threw her on the ground. 

Fuck. They couldn’t fire now for fear of hitting her in the middle of 
it all. He held up his hand for Tamazaki to stand down. They’d have to 
pick their spot carefully. 

Chobei grabbed Kameko by the hair and dragged her to her feet, 
holding a gun to the side of her head. 

“Vasili! You fat motherfucker! You invasive, fucking ... snakehead! 
We’ve got—what’s this bitch’s name?” he asked his men. 

“Kameko,” someone said. 

“We’ve got Kameko out here!” 

No answer. 

“Yeah, I wouldn’t care either if I were you! I think I’ll toss her to 
my men, let them have their way with her while you 


listen. Maybe you—” 

No, don’t do it, Jun thought. Stay inside where you’e safe. I’ll figure 
something out. I won’t let them hurt her. I'll ... 

It was no use. As these thoughts went through his head, Jun heard 
the mechanical ratchet of the door lock sliding open. 

The door swung inward. 

And Vasili Loginovski stepped out into the open. 


“Let her go, Chobei. It’s me you want.” 

Chobei smiled. A shit-eating grin if ever Vasili had seen one, but 
one of triumph. 

“Tt is you I want. But Pll kill her too. I’m surprised you came out. I 
figured you would have sent that mute little monkey of yours out with 
guns blazing.” 

“He’s not in there.” 

“We'll see.” 

Chobei motioned to two men by the door. They drew their 
weapons and walked into the office. A few moments later they 
returned, shaking their heads. 

“There’s a vent or something in the far wall. Must 
have slipped out.” 

“Well, we'll find him. Check him.” 

They patted Vasili down. “He’s clean.” 

The room was starting to get hazy now, as smoke filtered up from 
the fire below. 

“So anyway, picking up where we left off,” Chobei said brightly. 
“Now you’re going to watch as my men fuck this bitch to death, then 
I’m going to—” 

“T don’t think so, Chobei. You’re going to die. Right here and now.” 

Chobei smiled at that, then he began outright laughing as he 
drew his gun. 

He looked around at his men, and they began chuckling too. 

Then he looked back to Vasili and shot him in the gut. 

Kameko screamed and struggled. 

Vasili grunted, but stood his ground. A slick of red blood began 
seeping through his white shirt. He glanced down, then back up. 

“No,” 

Vasili said. 

“No?” 

Chobei asked. 

“No.” 


Kentaro raced through the city as fast as traffic would allow. Even 
with a siren it could be painfully slow to navigate the congested 
streets of Tokyo. But now it was pure torture. Mei was almost ready to 
start offering money to the people whizzing by on motorbikes until 
she found one to take her. The two of them didn’t exchange any words 
—only the occasional worried glance. 

When they finally drew up near the AJX Building, they found the 
streets around it clogged with people. They looked like office workers 
milling about, talking worriedly and pointing up at the building. As 
Mei got out of the car and looked skyward, she saw why. 

The building was on fire up towards the top. Third floor from the 
roof. Club Hyperion. 

“It’s on fire,” Kentaro said, a look of sick concern on his face. 
“T can’t even ...” 

“Let’s go.” 

Mei grabbed his wrist and began dragging him through the crowd. 
She glanced up to see flames billowing behind the melting glass from 
the forty-fourth floor. Smoke was starting to pour out. 

After frantically shouldering their way through the crowd, they 
finally arrived at a cordon set up around the building. 

“Everyone stay back! Get as far back as you can!” shouted a 
fireman by the barrier. He held up a hand when they approached. 
“Everyone back!” 

“We're police,” Mei said, showing him her badge. “Let us through!” 

“That’s a fire,” he said. “Which means we’ve got jurisdiction. And 
it’s not safe to go up there.” 

“Just let us—” 

“We’re handling it. Step back, ma’am.” 

“Did you get the people out of there?” 

“Everyone’s been evacuated from the building.” 

“From the club?” 

He looked at her for a moment, then spoke into his radio. 

“Hey, did you find anyone up in the club?” 

“Forty-sixth floor,” Kentaro said. 

“What about the forty-sixth floor?” he said into the radio. “Do you 
know for sure that someone’s up there?” he asked Mei. 

“At least three that we know of. Probably more.” 

“At least three,” he said into his radio. “Okay, they’ll check it out,” 
he told Mei. “I have to ask you to stay here.” 

Mei looked up anxiously. 

The roof she had stood on just this morning was going up in 


flames. 


Jun glanced to Tamazaki to get his attention but saw him whispering 
to someone in the hallway. Had Jun been tricked? 

This thought was playing out in his head when he saw the barrel of 
a sawed-off shotgun emerge from the stairwell. It was followed by 
Satoshi. Jun smiled. Satoshi pumped it to chamber the shell and aimed 
it at Chobei. One of Chobei’s men took aim at Satoshi, but Tamazaki 
emerged next and aimed straight for him. 

“Tama? What the fuck, man?” 

“Not doing this anymore. Not with this lunatic.” 

Chobei’s other man was raising his weapon when Jun stepped out 
into the open and took aim at him. Noticing the motion, he turned 
to face Jun. 

The only people who didn’t seem to notice the standoff all around 
them were Vasili and Chobei. They were already locked in a standoff 
of their own. 

“What do you mean, ‘no’?” 

“You don’t get to kill me.” 

Chobei smiled, then shot him again in the gut. 

Vasili took that bullet too but didn’t flinch. He began walking 
forward. 

“You are an unworthy embarrassment, a burden and a failure. I 
am The Rock.” 

Chobei fired. Higher this time. Vasili grunted, but kept moving, 
gaining momentum. 

“You are nothing. You don’t kill me.” 

Vasili was almost on him now. Growing panicked, Chobei aimed 
for Vasili’s head. But Vasili was too close. He pushed Chobei’s arm 
away and the bullet went wide. Vasili snapped his arm like a twig. 
Chobei wailed and let go of Kameko with his other hand. She fell to 
the ground. 

“T kill you!” 

With that, Vasili drove his thumbs into Chobei’s eyes and picked 
him up like a shrieking rag doll. Vasili shook him until he was able to 
get a good hold, then snapped Chobei’s neck. He tossed the limp body 
to the floor, then collapsed to one knee. 

Kameko crawled over to him. Vasili would have pitched forward, 
but she caught him and eased him to the ground as best she could. 

One of Chobei’s men surveyed the damage done to his boss. 

“Holy fu—” 


he started to say, before he was interrupted by a bullet to the 
throat. With Kameko and Vasili out of the line of fire, the others 
opened up on Chobei’s remaining men. They were cut to pieces where 
they stood. 

They converged around Vasili on the ground. Kameko had been 
able to roll him onto his back, and he was now staring up as they 
gathered around him. 

“Hey, Satoshi ... you made it,” he said, then began coughing. 

Satoshi nodded. “I did. I brought Masa. But he got away.” 

“Shit ...” Vasili coughed up blood. “Happens.” 

His shirt was sopping wet now. The puddle of blood around him 
indicated a level of blood loss that would kill a normal man. He 
needed medical attention immediately. 

“Don’t try to talk,” Jun said. “We’re going to get you out of here.” 

“We’ve got to hurry,” Kameko said. “Before the fire reaches the 
second floor.” 

It took the four of them to lift the big man up. Satoshi and Jun 
working together were able to dead-lift him and begin lurching 
towards the stairwell. They haltingly moved him down the stairs as 
smoke stung their eyes and burned their throats. 

They were able to get downstairs. Fortunately, the fire hadn’t cut 
them off from the elevator yet. They were about to enter the curtains 
by the entrance when a figure emerged. It was a firefighter with a full 
mask on, wheeling a stretcher out. 

The smoke was too thick to talk now, so they wordlessly lifted 
Vasili onto the stretcher and pushed him to the elevator. As the doors 
closed, Vasili weakly raised his head to see his perch on the top of the 
world go up in flames. He closed his eyes and soundlessly mouthed 
something. 

Kameko looked at the firefighter. “You speak English?” she asked 
him in English. 

He gave her a confused look. 

“Good.” She turned to the others. “When we hit the ground, 
disappear into the crowd.” 

“We can’t leave Vasili,” Jun said. 

Kameko was dialing her phone. She began scanning the crowd 
below as they got close. “Kimura? Are you by Hyperion? ... Good, 
coming out now. We gotta go. Stay with the big man and tell us which 
hospital they take him to.” 

When the doors opened, the three of them scattered into the crowd 
before the fireman could stop them. Kameko made eye contact with 
Mei on the way out and nodded, then slipped away in the throng of 
people with a last look at Vasili on the stretcher. 


Chapter Nineteen 


Kyoko stumbled on through the dark, frantic and desperate. The only 
light came from the weak illumination of her pocket flashlight. And 
even that was beginning to dim and fade. Soon they would be left in 
total darkness, clawing their way forward with nothing to light their 
way. Their frantic escape attempt would be over almost before it 
began. 

Kyoko shifted the weight of her daughter, Manami, who was 
holding on for dear life with her hands around her neck. 

“Mommy! I’m scared!” 

“Quiet, baby! I won’t let them get you.” 

They had left when most people were asleep. There was never a 
time when everyone was asleep. With no daylight to mark time by, 
days lasted as long as people wanted them to down here. She had 
done a quick scan to see that nobody was watching them from the 
platforms. Then they slipped away down the train tracks, passing 
through the boarded-up sections just as Ryo had told her. 

Ryo. 

He was supposed to come with them, but he had disappeared 
recently. She had no doubt that that was Masato’s doing. She 
shuddered to think what had become of him. In fact, it was fear of her 
son finding out that led her to speed up her escape plans. It was a 
gamble, but so too was staying longer at this point. 

They made steady progress at first. But soon they had to slow to 
pick their way through the caved-in sections of the track. Kyoko 
moved as fast as she dared. She needed to put distance between them 
and the camp—the others would be after them as soon as their 
absence was noticed. 

She had to stop several times. Not because she was tired, but 
because the visions were closing in. She had tried to limit her intake 
of trancespore in the days leading up to their escape attempt, but it 
was impossible to avoid entirely. Now, as she ran, she found herself 
overcome from time to time with visions and hallucinations brought 
on by the potent drug. Dread thudded through her with each beat of 
her pounding heart. 

Every time the sense of hopelessness coursed through her, she had 
to stop and close her eyes. Tell herself it wasn’t real, that what she 


was seeing couldn’t really hurt them. 

Her perspective shifted and changed as the drug washed through 
her mind. Sometimes the walls were closing in around her, and she 
could barely move through them. Then everything would shift, and 
suddenly Manami’s face would seem miles away, even though she 
knew she was still propped on her shoulder. 

Throughout it all, the walls and ceilings pulsed with their own life, 
as if the passageway around her were breathing. As if she were 
trapped in the belly of some enormous beast, and no matter how fast 
she ran, she would never be able to escape its jaws as they slowly 
closed over them ... 

No! Stop it! Kyoko told herself. You can do this. You have to do this. 
For Manami. You have to save your daughter. 

What about your son? came another voice. What about Masato? 

She closed her eyes as she forged ahead. The tears came 
in the dark. 

I can’t save Masato. Not now. He’s too far gone. 

Tsk, tsk, came the reply from the oily voice that had taken 
residence inside her head. Leaving your only son. Your own flesh and 
blood. 

He’s not mine anymore. He’s theirs. He belongs to the Invited. They 
changed him too much. 

She sobbed aloud as she stumbled through the dark. 

“Tt’s alright, Mommy. It’s alright.” 

“Hush, baby. We’re almost away from them.” 

She didn’t know if that was true or not. She had no idea how long 
this tunnel stretched on for. She wasn’t even sure if she was lying for 
her daughter’s sake, or her own. Because she thought she could hear 
voices behind her for these last few minutes. It was hard to tell 
because of the way sound carried down here, and ceaseless murmur of 
the trancespore-induced voices inside her head. But if they 
were after them ... 

She pushed on, forcing her aching legs to move faster along the 
abandoned metal train track. The track led downward, deeper into the 
earth. Soon they were wading through cold, dark water that came up 
to her waist. The sense of heading down into the inky black water 
brought back the notion that she was heading into the bowels of some 
great beast. Ryo had told her it was passable, but she wasn’t so sure at 
times. 

“Mommy, I hear them.” 

The voices were unmistakable now. They echoed off the concrete 
walls and reverberated to Kyoko up ahead. But she slogged on through 
the water, holding her daughter and the flashlight aloft because 
without either of them, she’d be lost. 


Soon the track banked up again, and they came out of the water 
onto drier land. It was small comfort; the splashing noises behind her 
told her they were gaining on them. 

She began looking for places to take refuge to either side of the 
track, but saw none. She had no idea how far they were from the next 
underground station, where they could surface. There was no light 
ahead, and her own lamp was dying. 

“There they are!” came a voice from behind them. A child’s voice. 
Masato? 

“Halt!” 

This time the command came from an adult. 

Kyoko considered pressing on but knew it was no use. Her aching 
muscles were screaming, and the dancing beams of light behind her 
told her there were at least several people after them. She fell to the 
ground sobbing. Her son Masato came into view. He looked at her 
coldly, then at the others surrounding them. 

“T told you they were leaving.” 

“Good job, son,” one of the others said. 

“Please, we just want out! He said we could leave at any time! 
Please, please just let us go!” 

They were surrounded now by men and women with dirty faces 
that wore indifferent expressions. Even Masato. 

“That’s not up to me,” one of them said. “It’s up to Jin. You can 
ask him yourself when we get back.” 

“Please, you know what he’ll do to us! Just let us go!” 

Masato shook his head. “No, Mom. We have to go back. They’ve 
been good to us. They’re our family now that Dad’s gone.” 

She almost broke down sobbing. She wanted to shake him, to make 
him see. But it was too late for that. “And who do you think took 
him from us?” 

Masato didn’t answer. 

“Let’s go.” 

With that, the men took her daughter from her and dragged her to 
her feet. They began marching her back to the Invited. Back to that 
monster. 

They were taken back to Jin’s private quarters, where he was at 
work writing something with a pen and paper. His personal giant was 
lounging on a moldy sofa off to the side, a book opened in 
front of him. 

“Thank you, gentlemen. Wait outside, please.” 

Masato started walking with them. 

“Stay here, boy.” 

He did an about-face and joined his mother. If he felt any emotion 
at all, his face didn’t betray it. Kyoko looked at him now, but the boy 


she had known was long gone. 

Jin looked up at them and smiled. 

“So ... you want out, do you?” 

“No,” Masato said. 

Jin nodded. “Let me speak with your mother, boy.” 

“Please, I just want to take my children and leave.” 

“But you didn’t take your children, just your daughter. Why?” 

“My son, he ... he’s one of you now.” 

Jin nodded. “Yes, he is. All three of you, in fact.” 

“Please.” 

“T will let you go. But you must prove yourself. Shigeo!” 

The giant roused himself and came over to his master. 

“Test them. All three. And if they pass ... let them go.” Jin smiled. 
There was no warmth, nor kindness, to it. 

“Of course. And if they don’t?” 

Jin’s smile disappeared. “Then put them with the others.” 

Shigeo nodded. Before he could approach the three on the ground, 
Jin placed a hand on the giant’s arm and leaned in. He whispered 
something that Kyoko couldn’t make out, but she could hear the 
malice in his voice as he hissed into the giant’s ear. When he was 
done, he put the smile back on his face. 

“Of course.” 

With that, Shigeo bent down and picked Kyoko up like she was a 
rag doll. Then he scooped both of her children up in his other arm. He 
made for the door. 

“Mommy!” her daughter cried shrilly. 

“Don’t be afraid, child,” Jin said. “We all have our part to play.” 

His words echoed after them as they were dragged to their fates. 


Chapter Twenty 


Kameko stood with one hand on the glass window, looking into the 
operating room. As much as it pained her, she needed to watch this. 
Needed to see that the doctors were doing everything they could to 
save him. She stood there completely silent, tears streaking down her 
face. She couldn’t see much beyond the doctors and nurses frantically 
working to save Vasili. But she could imagine what they were doing. 

In her mind, she could see them clamping off some blood vessels, 
suturing others. The frantic triage being performed in an effort to save 
the dying body before them. Or least, as much of it as was 
salvageable. 

Several nurses had tried by now to get her to leave this restricted 
area. One even made the mistake of putting a hand on Kameko’s 
shoulder. But now they just left her alone. 

Kameko needed to see this. This was her penance for failing him. 
Because he was only here now because of her carelessness. He might 
die. And it would be all her fault. 

Just then, someone came up beside her and put a hand on her 
shoulder. She was about to violently push it away when Jun leaned in 
close. He spoke quietly, yet insistently. 

“Tt’s not your fault.” 

She shook her head. A brief sob escaped before she could stifle it. 

“Bullshit. He’s only here because I—” 

“Tt’s not your fault.” 

“sot caught. If I hadn’t—” 

“Tt’s not your fault.” 

“—he wouldn’t be here. ’m—” 

“Tt’s not your fault.” 

She dissolved into tears. 

Jun hugged her, and she hugged him back. 

“T need you to say it.” 

“It’s not true.” 

“Tt’s not your fault. You can’t beat yourself up over this. Because 
right now I need you here, with me, looking after him. You won’t save 
him by falling apart.” 

Kameko regarded Jun. He looked at her with a fierce intensity that 
surprised her, that gave her hope. Because if someone like Jun—who 


fretted and worried over Vasili constantly—could be so confident, 
then she had no excuse for going to pieces herself. 
“Tt’s not your fault,” Jun said, shaking his head. “It isn’t.” 
“Alright.” 
“T need you to say it.” 
Kameko swallowed. “It’s not my fault.” 
“Good. Now I need you to believe it.” 


Mei sat in the waiting room outside the trauma center where Vasili 
was being operated on. She felt numb from lack of sleep, and the 
events of the day. Part of her knew she should be back at the station, 
but she couldn’t bring herself to get up and leave. 

She looked around at the worried faces of the other people milling 
about the waiting area. All of them waiting to hear if their loved ones 
would pull through or not. Waiting to hear if their world would come 
crashing down, or be irrevocably changed. She closed her eyes so she 
wouldn’t have to see their concerned looks. 

She awoke with a start when her phone began ringing. She didn’t 
realize she had fallen asleep until then. 

“Hello?” she said groggily. 

“How is he?” Endo asked. 

“He’s in surgery now. Doctor said he’s in bad shape.” 

“Shit. I saw it on the news. Looks like a complete clusterfuck.” 

“Yeah. We didn’t make it inside, firemen kept us out. Do you need 
me to come back for the press conference or anything?” 

“That’s what I was calling about. You don’t need to come in, 
Ueda’s about to hold the conference now. In case you wanted 
to watch it.” 

“Need me back there for anything?” 

“No, Kimura. I’ll sort things out here as best I can. Just get some 
rest. You’ve earned it.” 

“Thanks.” 

When she hung up, she went over to the television hanging in the 
corner. She switched it to one of the news channels and turned the 
volume up. It showed an empty podium in front of a curtain with the 
NPA’s logo behind it. In a hushed whisper, an announcer said they 
were awaiting a comment any moment now. Then Ueda took the 
stage. 

“Ladies and gentlemen. At eleven thirty-nine a.m. today, members 
of the Shibuya Police Department apprehended a suspect in the 
Shibuya slayings that have rocked this city. He is the only remaining 


survivor of a team that was performing the killings, after having 
apparently turned on his former accomplices.” 

Ueda ran down a number of details of the case that Mei didn’t 
need to hear repeated, seeing as how she had lived them. Ina was 
singled out for commendation for laying down his life in the line of 
duty, his sacrifice labelled heroic. Mei shrugged at that. It was 
probably better that he go out a hero, rather than people knowing 
what an idiot he was. 

“T want to commend the detectives working this case under my 
guidance for their dedication and courage in tackling this dangerous 
assignment. They performed admirably, and their diligence no doubt 
prevented more tragic deaths at the hands of these ruthless killers. 

“In particular, I would like to thank Detective Kitamura, as the 
lead investigator. Unfortunately, she could not be here now, as she is 
hard at work following up on the case. Which just goes to show the 
outstanding effort and drive that I and my people bring to keeping this 
city safe. Thank you very much.” 

The image switched back to two reporters sitting behind 
a news desk. 

“A fortunate end to these senseless slayings,” said the female 
reporter. “In other news, the jury has rendered a verdict in the trial of 
banking officials from the Tokyo Branch of investment bank GCBC.” 

“That’s right,” agreed the male reporter. “The jury found the 
defendants not guilty of all seven felony counts, including price-fixing, 
collusion, and perjury. This amounts to a full exoneration for the 
bank’s executive team. Three midlevel managers were found guilty of 
corruption for their part in the matter. Two were handed suspended 
sentences and fined for their involvement, while the third will face 
minor jail time.” 

“In other news ...” 

Mei turned the television off and slumped back into her seat. She 
glanced over to see Satoshi rifling through a notebook of some sort. 
Then she closed her eyes again as she waited to hear news on Vasili’s 
condition. 

She was awakened again by a call from her father. She winced, as 
it reminded her that she had failed to call after the arrest. 

“Hey, Dad, sorry for not calling earlier.” 

“You okay?” 

“Tm fine, Dad, fine. Everything went as planned. Well, almost. We 
lost one guy.” 

“T heard. Things go wrong?” 

“It’s ... it’s a long story. I’ll tell you the next time I see you.” 

“Where are you now? Do you want to come over for dinner? I'll 
get a bottle of that sake you like.” 


“Thanks, Dad, but I can’t tonight.” 

“Oh? Celebrating with your gentleman caller, are we?” 

“No, Dad, it’s not like that. More like a ... trusted source. One that 
was key in cracking the case.” 

“T see,” her father said. Maybe it was just her imagination, but she 
felt like his tone had changed somewhat. “Well, we’ll celebrate 
when you're free.” 

“Thanks, Dad. I’ll see you soon.” 

“Take care.” 


Satoshi sat there, uncertain whether he was going to lose another 
loved one today. Beyond his grief for Hisoka and the sickening worry 
over Vasili lay something else. Something niggling at the back of his 
head. A thought he couldn’t quite get rid of. 

I’m going to head north to handle some unfinished business. After that, 
I'll make it my personal mission to kill everyone you love. 

Masa’s words from back at Club Hyperion. At the time, he’d 
figured it was just tough talk meant to intimidate him. But something 
about it kept gnawing at him. On the ride over to the hospital, he’d 
checked the tracker he had put on Masa’s bike and seen that it was 
still outside the abandoned building in Katsushika. Part of him wanted 
to go right away, but he was conflicted. He found it hard to pull 
himself away from Vasili’s side. 

Up north? What was up north? Satoshi took out the notebook he’d 
found in Masa’s room and began flipping through it. There were a 
number of addresses scrawled throughout the book for locations in 
Fukushima. Satoshi found that these had been collected into the back 
of the book on a single page. What business could Masa possibly have 
in Fukushima? The entire region had been mostly deserted when the 
Fukushima nuclear plant caught fire. 

The place wasn’t just abandoned, it was radioactive. The only 
people even close to the site were the camps of cleanup crews in and 
around Iwaki and several other former cities. Not to mention the 
guards meant to keep people from wandering into the contaminated 
zone stationed in a perimeter around the site. 

Satoshi started from the beginning again, flipping through. This 
time, something caught his eye. Another address. One that made his 
heart catch in his throat. In Masa’s chicken scratch he saw: 


Niwa Apartments Room 803, 6-chome Yayoicho, Hiroshima 


His heart began pounding in his chest. He knew that address. 

It was his sister’s place. 

Masa was planning to go after Akari. 

With fumbling hands, he removed his phone again and opened up 
the map with the tracker’s location. 

It was moving. 

But not north. Masa was going west. Towards Hiroshima. Towards 
his sister. 

His pulse pounding in his head, Satoshi took off sprinting 
towards the exit. 


Chapter Twenty-One 


“Hey, boss!” 

Soseki looked up from the newspaper he was reading as Nitta, his 
right-hand man, burst in. 

“What the fuck have I told you—” 

“T know! Sorry! You’re going to want to see this!” 

Soseki sighed as he threw the paper onto the desk and followed the 
man out into the main office. Several of his lieutenants were clustered 
around the large television against one wall, with many of their 
underlings scattered around. He walked right up to the front and 
center. Then he spent the rest of the afternoon glued to the television. 

The first images showed smoke and flames pouring out of the giant 
AJX Building in the Azabu Juban area. Then there were scenes of 
Vasili being wheeled out. A reporter spoke over the images of carnage. 

“A fire broke out in Club Hyperion at the top of the AJX Building, 
leaving at least ten people dead and one man critically wounded. The 
fire occurred during what appears to have been a confrontation 
between rival gangsters in an apparent internal dispute. Among the 
dead is Chobei Mihashi, a high-ranking boss in the Kaisha organized 
crime syndicate.” 

“Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy,” Soseki quipped. 

“Vasili Loginovski, aka The Rock, a reputed boss in the Kaisha 
organization, was critically wounded. He suffered multiple gunshot 
wounds to the chest and abdomen. He has been taken to a nearby 
trauma center in critical condition, his prognosis unclear at this time.” 

Soseki whistled in disbelief. 

“The crazy shit went after The Rock. Unbelievable.” 

“Yeah, and he paid for it too,” Genji, his left-hand man, said. 
“Looks like Vasili did us a favor.” 

“And may do us another favor by dying!” another man jeered. 

“Quiet!” Soseki said. 

The news report was still on the same story, but had switched to a 
different reporter in another location. 

“’.. where earlier today, Eriko Mihashi, the reported shacho and 
leader of the Kaisha organization, was found dead by a subordinate. 
She appears to have asphyxiated on an as-yet-unknown toxic 
substance. Her death has been deemed suspicious, as homicide has not 


been ruled out. It is unknown at this time what, if any, connection it 
bears to the shootout involving her son from earlier today.” 

At the news, Soseki furiously clawed his phone out of his pocket 
and began dialing Taira back in Nagoya. 

“Boss? Turn on the news. The Kaisha just lost its leader ... That’s 
right, Eriko’s dead ... Okay, I’ll be here.” 

He hung up and stood there watching the coverage. Nitta glanced 
over at him, smiling. 

“Talk about luck! That dumbass just blew a hole in his own ship!” 

“Nitta, you remember before when you asked me why we didn’t 
just kill Chobei when we had the chance?” 

Nitta nodded. 

“Well, this is why. It was a gamble, but he seemed stupid enough 
to do some real damage with his friendly fire.” 

His men smiled. 

“Well, with Chobei gone, we can take over Kanagawa,” Nitta said. 
“None of this sneaking around shit.” 

“Fuck Kanagawa,” Soseki said, his eyes trained on the scenes of 
carnage onscreen. “With their shacho gone and one of their top bosses 
on death’s door, we can take the whole damn city.” 

“All of Tokyo? You don’t think that’s a bit premature?” someone 
asked. 

He shook his head. “When opportunity presents itself, you 
fucking grab it.” 

“What do you think happened?” Genji asked. “Vasili kills Eriko, so 
Chobei kills him?” 

Soseki grunted. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Chobei killed them 
both. The boy was a smoking powder keg. Wouldn’t listen to reason.” 

“Still, his own mother.” 

“Td believe it before I believe that Vasili turned on his own 
people.” 

Soseki’s phone rang again, his boss Taira calling back. He grunted 
a few responses into the phone, then hung up. 

“Get ready, we’re taking the next bullet train to Nagoya. They’re 
calling a council meeting to discuss these new developments.” 

Soseki smiled as he watched the carnage on the screen. The council 
would discuss the Taira-kai’s next moves in Tokyo. But to Soseki, this 
would be just a formality, as he was bound to receive to go-ahead. 
They couldn't pass up on an opportunity like this. He was already 
mentally laying his plans to move into Tokyo in force. 

Failing to do so would just be leaving money on the table. 


Ozaki was behind on his unpacking. He and some of the other 
members of the Dark Army’s inner circle were supposed to be moving 
into their new headquarters on the ninth and tenth floors of a building 
on the outskirts of Ginza. 

But instead, they had been glued to the television most of the 
afternoon, just like half the city. They had just finished watching 
Ueda’s press conference on the Shibuya Killer case and were now 
watching the live coverage from the Club Hyperion aftermath. 
Including the fallout from the death of Eriko Mihashi. 

“Fantastic stuff,” Maki said, staring at the screen. 

“Absolutely,” Ozaki agreed. “Couldn’t have done it better 
ourselves.” 

“Tm going to have a fucking field day with this,” Maki said. “Oh, 
I’m going to relish this!” 

“Language,” Ozaki admonished, still smiling. 

Maki had come onboard recently as their chief press liaison. What 
he lacked in martial knowledge, he more than made up for with his 
shrewd ability to shape public opinion. He had been tapped to help 
mold public perception of the Dark Army. Ozaki respected his ability 
to massage the narrative surrounding the organization but didn’t 
doubt for a second that Maki’s skills were theirs only because it gave 
him a chance to boost his own visibility in the media as the public 
face of the movement. 

The story cut over to the day’s arrest in Kabukicho, showing 
footage from the aftermath of the standoff. 

“This is ... less good,” Nakatoni said from the chair he 
was seated in. 

Nakatoni had been an early backer of the Dark Army. The heir to a 
successful industrial conglomerate centered around defense and 
weapons systems, he had been instrumental in bankrolling the 
fledgling organization in its early days. As a former member of the 
Japan Self-Defense Forces, he had served together with Ozaki. The 
two shared an ideological and political outlook that was extremely 
conservative and right of center. This included the belief that Japan’s 
largely diminished role in global affairs was an anachronism that had 
outlived its time. 

“Yeah, they could have killed that fucking detective while they 
were at it,” Yano said. 

Ozaki shot a glance at his underling. Yano mouthed “Sorry” and 
hung his head in the appropriate display of contrition. 

“T think he means that it’s a win for the police, which doesn’t 
necessarily help our message that they are incompetent and can’t do 
anything right.” 

Nakatoni nodded. “Right as always, Maki.” 


“We'll have to be careful in how we approach this,” Maki mused. 
“We want to praise the police, seeing as how we’re ostensibly on the 
same side. But we need to find some subtle way to undercut the 
accomplishment.” 

“Tll leave that to you,” Ozaki said. “But for now—” 

He was cut off by his personal assistant buzzing in on the intercom. 

“Sir? Deputy Commissioner General Ueda is here to see you.” 

The three men exchanged a glance. Maki rolled his eyes. Ozaki just 
sighed and shook his head. 

“Send him in.” 

Ueda strolled into the room, his chest puffed out like a peacock 
and a self-satisfied grin on his face. 

“You’ve seen the news, I take it?” he asked. 

“Yes, excellent work,” Ozaki said. “Didn’t know your people had 
it in them.” 

“Well, anything’s possible, with strong leadership. I must say, I like 
your new digs. How did you end up with such prime real estate? 
These two floors must cost a fortune.” 

“Not at all, they aren’t costing us a thing. They were a generous 
donation from Nakatoni here.” 

Nakatoni waved the suggestion away. “Actually, they were a 
generous donation from the previous company, who just so happened 
to be heavily indebted to one of my holdings. It was no problem at all 
to transfer the lease to our allies in the Dark Army.” 

Ueda nodded at that, looking impressed. 

“T must say, I’m a bit surprised to see you here so soon,” Ozaki 
said. “Considering that your press conference only wrapped up a 
little while ago.” 

“Well, I wanted to come right over and begin planning for the 
future. Now that we’re brothers-in-arms, I think we should coordinate 
on tactics. Develop a common strategy.” 

Ozaki raised an eyebrow. Oh really? It’s not because my contacts and 
I hold your political life in our hands? he thought to himself. 

“Well, we certainly appreciate the visit, Ueda. But now’s not a 
good time. We're still unpacking and have—” 

“T see your table and chairs here are already unpacked,” Ueda said. 
“And I do believe that I outrank you. Technically, that is. So perhaps 
just a short briefing on your recent activities?” 

Ozaki’s eyes widened. He looked at Maki and Nakatoni in turn, 
both of whom were trying to conceal bemused expressions. He walked 
over to his desk and picked up a thick printout of papers, which he 
leafed through for a few moments. 

“Well, Ueda, let’s just read the relevant section of the Private Civil 
Order Defense Forces Act, shall we? It says—” 


“The what?” Ueda asked. 

“The Act for the Establishment, Promotion, etc. of Private Civil 
Order Defense Forces for the Protection, etc. of Japanese Society from 
Anti-Social Forces, etc.,” Ozaki said without missing a beat. “The 
media is calling it the Private Civil Police Defense Act for short, since 
Japanese legislators can’t even be succinct in titling their laws, 
apparently.” 

Maki tittered to himself, with one hand held over his mouth. Ozaki 
smiled slightly, then continued. 

“Anyway, I have the relevant passage here, which states, and I 
quote, ‘Private civil order defense forces established pursuant to the 
provisions of Article 77, Paragraphs 3-7 must hold council meetings, 
on a regular basis and with their frequency and dates held to be 
determined by both parties, with their relevant NPA counterparts, as 
defined in Article 123, Paragraphs 1-12, for the purposes of sharing 
information, developing a coordinated strategy, etc. In all other 
respects, said defense forces shall maintain their autonomy to enforce 
the civil order through measures that include but are not limited to ... 
yada yada yada.’ And it goes on from there.” 

He looked up. 

“So you see, the council meetings for coordinating activities must 
be agreed to by both parties. We have not agreed to any such meeting 
taking place today. So, no, you do not ‘outrank’ me and cannot 
unilaterally declare that a council meeting be held ad hoc. Laws exist 
for a reason, after all.” 

“T didn’t mean to give offense,” Ueda began to bluster. “Just that, 
perhaps it would be a good idea to ... uh, discuss our—” 

Ozaki silenced him with a gesture. “And it will be, at a more 
opportune time for us. Perhaps once we’ve finished setting up our 
offices here. Yes?” 

Ueda looked like he had been slapped, but he nodded his 
agreement. 

“Excellent!” 

With that, Ozaki showed him out with a patronizing smile that 
curdled the moment Ueda was out the door. 

“That man’s an idiot,” Nakatoni said when Ueda was gone. 

“No, that man’s a useful idiot,” Ozaki said. He clapped his hands. 
“Well, then, gentlemen, shall we begin the meeting?” 

The four men gathered around the conference table. Ozaki spoke 
first. 

“Well, ’m sure we’ll have much to discuss regarding the day’s 
events. But let’s handle the scheduled agenda items first. Yano, if you 
would.” 

Yano nodded, and consulted his notebook. 


“Well, to start with, I have one last-minute addition to the agenda. 
It seems that our man in Havana, so to speak, has been 
compromised.” 

“Who?” Nakatoni asked. 

“TJ mean our operative in Guangzhou. He hasn’t been in contact for 
some time, which can only mean one thing.” 

Ozaki shrugged. “What about him? He got caught. That wasn’t part 
of the plan.” 

“His family will be expecting his remains at least. Do you have a 
plan for having them repatriated?” 

Ozaki shook his head. “We don’t have time for such niceties. He 
played his part, and played it well. To a point. His family can take 
comfort in that.” 

“Will they ever know?” 

Ozaki brushed it aside. “Look, there are other matters to attend to 
now. Let’s move on.” 

Yano didn’t look entirely convinced, but he dropped the matter. 
“Alright. Next up is our strategy for the ‘council meetings’ 
with the NPA.” 

Ozaki smiled. “Well, I think that’s fairly obvious. Keep them in the 
dark as much as possible.” 

“Agreed,” Nakatoni said. “The less they know the better. But we 
have to go further than that. I want to turn critical scrutiny onto the 
police themselves.” 

“How so?” Yano asked. 

“T think we need to hammer them on corruption,” Nakatoni said. 
“Raise the question in the public’s mind, and keep them busy with 
inquests and internal investigations to root it out. What do 
you think, Maki?” 

He nodded. “Certainly doable. I don’t think it should come directly 
from us. That would look suspicious. But I can try to create a 
groundswell of support online. Maybe leak some damning information 
on police corruption to some of my sources. Of course, it would help 
to have some inciting incident, as it were, to help discredit them. 
Maybe something like what we discussed—” 

Ozaki silenced him with a curt wave of his hand. 

“We'll discuss that later. I have every reason to believe that 
Detective Kimura, the ‘heroine’ from today’s bust, is dirty. Perhaps we 
could leak something there, see if anything sticks.” 

“Worth a try,” Maki said. “But it might be better to wait until the 
fanfare has died down some. People like stories and narratives in their 
media. And right now she’s the good guy in today’s saga. But of 
course, today’s hero can just as easily be tomorrow’s villain.” 

Ozaki considered this, but soon nodded his agreement. “I'll give 


you the information I have. Use it as you see fit.” 

“T still think a general corruption probe is warranted,” Nakatoni 
said. “Let’s move on that quicker.” 

“Agreed.” 

“Well, looks like that brings us to our next item,” Yano said. 
“Which is our finances.” 

“What about them?” Nakatoni asked haughtily. He looked 
offended. “I feel that I’ve been more than generous thus far in—” 

Ozaki held up his hands. “You have, to be sure. But that has raised 

“Other questions,” Maki said. “Some in the media are questioning 
our ... somewhat opaque sources of wealth.” 

“IT don’t understand,” Yano said. 

“They don’t like the fact that we seem to have unlimited money 
from unknown sources,” Ozaki said. “Some in the media are growing 
suspicious. Raising uncomfortable questions about our backers. And 
our motives.” 

“So what do you propose?” Nakatoni said. 

“T think it’s time we grew up, started earning our own way to some 
extent. We'll still certainly need your generous contributions, if 
you don’t mind.” 

“Not at all.” 

“But perhaps we should be better about disguising the source. No 
offense.” 

“None at all.” 

“T also think we should look into some more ... nontraditional 
sources of funding. Perhaps take a page from the yakuza playbook. 
Specifically, when it comes to sokaiya-style activities. Possibly other, 
less savory financial sources.” 

Nakatoni considered this. “Could be dangerous. If it were to come 
to light, it could damage our standing.” 

“We'll be careful. Make sure that any ‘donors’ understand that 
discretion is of the utmost importance, and that their ‘contributions’ 
must come from clean, sanitized sources.” 

Maki smiled. He was clearly starting to warm to the idea. “It’s 
brilliant, really! We fill our coffers and expand our capabilities, while 
at the same time starving the syndicates of funds. Two birds, one 
stone.” 

“Exactly,” Ozaki said. 


Chapter Twenty- Two 


Masa stood up and stretched. It felt good to be off the bike for a few 
minutes. He filled it with gas, then parked it in front of the roadside 
rest station. 

He looked up and smiled. He could actually see the stars out here. 
Only two hours from Tokyo, but already the skies were much clearer. 
He was about to head inside when he felt his phone ringing. 

“Hey, Osammy, I was just—” 

“Have you left the city yet?” 

“Yeah, I left a few hours ago.” 

“Good, then you’re almost there?” 

“Well ... actually I was going to make another stop first. Then Ill 
loop back towards Fukushima.” 

“Where are you going?” 

“T was going to pay Satoshi’s sister a visit. Show him that fucking 
with me has a cost.” 

“He’s not dead yet? He was practically gift-wrapped for you.” 

“T decided to do things a bit differently.” 

Masa then proceeded to fill him in on everything that had 
happened. 

“Damn,” Osammy said. “That’s cold-blooded.” 

“He had it coming.” 

“No argument here. But I need you to forget that shit for now. I 
need you to do the job in Fukushima first.” 

“But I’m already halfway there, I could—” 

“Turn around. You can grind your ax against Satoshi later. But 
time is of the essence here, as our backers have pushed up the 
schedule. Besides, the more we delay on this, the better the chance 
they’ll realize their mistake and correct it. This comes first.” 

Masa was about to protest but decided against it. He had just 
delivered a devastating blow to his former friend and partner. He 
could hold off on destroying him completely a little while longer. 
Besides, spacing the blows out would make them hurt more. Sure, he 
had technically just gotten even with Satoshi. But things were far from 
over between them. 

“Alright, Osammy. I’ll do the job first.” 

“That’s a good boy. Keep me updated.” 


“Will do.” 

Oh well. His little jaunt away from the pollution of Tokyo was nice 
and all. But now it was time to head somewhere even worse. He 
walked back to the bike. Sachiko was seated on the rear of the seat, 
watching the traffic zip by on the freeway. She turned to him, a look 
of concern on her face. 

“You’re walking funny. Like you’re holding yourself really stiffly.” 

“T took a little damage back at the club.” 

“How bad?” 

“Some buckshot to the shoulder. Nothing serious.” 

“Let me see.” 

Wincing, he opened up his overcoat a little so she could see. It 
pained him more than he wanted to admit. Sachiko winced harder, 
though. She began shaking her head. 

“No, I don’t like that. You need to get it checked out.” 

“I bandaged it, should be fine.” 

“If it gets infected ...” 

“Well ... if we see a place to stop, we will. But just to pick up 
something to clean it with. I don’t have time for doctors. Because now 
we've got to get going.” 

“How soon till we get to Hiroshima?” 

“Slight change of plans. I’ve got to go to Fukushima first.” 

“You said we’d take some time off out west.” 

“Oh, we will. We'll make it there. But I’ve got to do this job up 
north first.” 

“Like, in Fukushima Fukushima? By the nuclear plant?” 

“Into the power plant. Or what’s left of it.” 

“Isn’t that dangerous? I heard that whole area is just radioactive 
wasteland.” 

“Won’t be there long. Plus it shouldn’t be that bad with our 
Demron overcoats.” 

“T’m not worried about me.” 

“True. You can hang back, stay in the safe zone in Iwaki.” 

“Ts it even really a safe zone?” 

“Where is anymore?” 

Sachiko gave him a look. “That’s not really an answer.” 

“Well, it’s probably safe from radiation, relatively. But yeah, I hear 
it can be a bit rough.” 

Sachiko didn’t answer. 

“You'll be fine though. I’ll be there with you to look after you.” 

With that, Masa slid onto the bike in front of her. He started the 
engine and drove around the parking lot. Then he eased them onto the 
highway, headed back the way they had come, and began to 
accelerate. 


“You might want to hold on!” he shouted back. “It’s gonna be a 
hell of a ride!” 

Sachiko didn’t answer. That was alright. He needed time to think 
anyway. 

He needed a strategy if he was going to pull this off. 

He took the next off-ramp heading north. 

Towards the rotting corpse of the Fukushima nuclear plant. 

And the secrets that lay buried within. 


From the hospital, Satoshi took a cab to his bike. Then he hurried 
through traffic back to his apartment. He was dialing his phone as he 
fumbled the key in the lock. 

“Hello?” 

“Akari? It’s Satoshi. I need you to do something for me.” 

The door opened. He closed it again and went into the bedroom, 
doing his best not to look at Hisoka’s remains in the center 
of the room. 

“What’s up?” 

“T need you to get out of there. You and your boyfriend. 
I need you—” 

“Wait, what’s going on?” 

“Look, I can’t explain everything, I just need you to trust 
me on this.” 

As he spoke, he frantically dashed around the room gathering the 
things he’d need. He went to his stash and began tossing handguns, 
magazines, and shotgun shells on top of the bed with a metallic 
clatter. 

“You’ve got to tell me what this is about, Satoshi. We can't just 
uproot ourselves because you asked us to.” 

At that, Satoshi couldn’t help but look into the next room. Dark 
blood still covered the walls and floor. 

“Tt’s Masa. I think he might be coming for you.” 

“Masa? Coming for what?” 

“To hurt you. He ... he ...” 

“Masa wouldn’t hurt me. He’s’ always’ been _ kinda 
sweet towards me.” 

“The Masa you know is dead. He’s ... changed.” 

He went over to the drawer where he kept his other stash. He 
began counting out Dextro-MXE pills, but then poured them back in 
the bottle. He threw the entire, half-empty pill bottle onto the bed 
along with his arsenal. It worried him that there weren’t many left, 


but he didn’t have time to think about that now. 

“Have you tried—” 

“He killed Hisoka.” 

“What? Hisoka is—” 

“Dead.” 

He closed his eyes. There, he said it. 

“Look, I don’t want to frighten you, because I need you calm and 
level-headed. But he’s heading your way, and I need you to get out of 
there. I can’t lose you too.” 

“What do we ...? I mean how should ...?” 

Panic was starting to creep into her voice. Good. She needed to be 
scared, at least a little. 

“Get a lot of cash out. Go to a hotel, somewhere across town. 
Better yet, get out of town until I can handle this.” 

“You don’t mean ...” 

“T do. Get to safety. Take time off work and get out of your house. 
I’m on my way.” 

He hung up the phone. Then he threw his luggage into a duffel bag 
with shoulder straps. Almost as an afterthought, he grabbed some 
clothes and stuffed them over top of his arsenal. 

He closed his eyes and walked to the front door, feeling along the 
wall until he found the knob. He turned the knob and walked out, 
slamming the door shut and never looking back. 

It was rush hour, and he had trouble maneuvering through the city 
as fast as before. A darkening haze hung low over the city, reminding 
him that the hour was growing late. Frustrated with his slow progress, 
he began taking any street that was somewhat clear, trying to find a 
faster route out of the city. He was losing time with each moment 
stuck breathing in exhaust fumes from the idling vehicles choking the 
roads. The strategy worked, but ended up taking him somewhat out 
of his way. 

When he was on the outskirts of Tokyo, he stopped to check the 
tracker’s location again. He tapped his phone, which was anchored to 
the dashboard with a special mount, to bring up Masa’s position. 
Damn. Masa had gained ground while Satoshi was tied up in traffic. 
Not only that, but Satoshi’s navigation through the city had put him 
much farther north than he needed to be. He plugged Masa’s general 
coordinates into his map, which reset his route. 

Then he took off again. The highway he was on now was largely 
deserted. He urged his bike forward as fast as possible. Not only to 
catch up with Masa, but to outrun the death and destruction behind 
him. Hisoka was dead, maybe Vasili too. It was as if everything from 
the life he had known was gone. 

Behind him was nothing but a black, gaping void that would 


swallow him whole if he looked back. Ahead was the focal point of his 
burning, white-hot rage for the man responsible. Now there was 
no going back. 

But no matter how fast he shot down the road ahead, he couldn’t 
keep ahead of the grief and regret choking him. Not entirely. Soon it 
began to feel as if Hisoka was right behind him. He felt her head 
against his back, and her arms wrapped tightly around him. The way 
she always sat when she rode with him. Tears blurred his vision, and 
he tried to outrace the phantom sensation. 

But the embrace only seemed to grow stronger, as if Hisoka was 
holding on tighter to stay with him. 

We’re finally going on a trip. 

The thought suddenly flashed through his mind. It almost sounded 
like Hisoka whispering in his ear. 

Anyone watching him from afar would have seen him almost lose 
control of the bike. They would have seen it fishtail across two lanes 
of the empty highway before coming to a stop off to the side of the 
road. They would have seen Satoshi slump forward over the 
handlebars, his back wracked with sobs. 

But there was no one around to see. 

Satoshi was alone on the empty road, with the way ahead too 
dark to see. 


Chapter Twenty-Three 


They wheeled Vasili’s unconscious body out of the trauma center and 
into the intensive care unit later that evening. 

“How is he?” Mei asked one of the attending doctors. 

“He’s still alive. Which is better than any of us would have 
expected a few hours ago.” 

“Will he make it?” 

“Hard to say. He’s suffered extensive internal injuries. These next 
few hours will be critical.” 

They moved him into a room on the ICU and began plugging him 
into the machines surrounding the bed. To her, Vasili had always 
seemed larger than life and tougher than death. Now, he couldn’t even 
breathe without a tube down his throat and a machine to artificially 
respirate for him. 

When the nurses finished hooking him up to the machinery, one of 
them saw Mei standing in the room and ushered her out. 

“Only medical personnel in here. You’ll have to wait outside.” 

“You’ve seen a lot of these situations?” 

The nurse nodded. 

“What do you think are his chances? Honestly?” 

“Honestly? I think you should hope for the best, but be prepared 
for the worst.” 

“That’s not a satisfying answer.” 

“Tt’s the best I’ve got. Now let’s go.” 

Mei walked out of the hospital. She needed to get some air, clear 
her head. When she went outside, she saw Kameko standing by the 
front entrance. She approached and put a hand on her shoulder. 

“How are you doing?” 

Kameko didn’t look her way. She just kept scanning the parking lot 
in front of the building and the street beyond. 

Mei tried again. “How are—” 

“How do you think?” 

“Look, I know—” 

“They'll come for him tonight,” Kameko said. “If not tonight, then 
tomorrow.” 

“How do you know?” 

“It’s what I would do. While he’s weak, immobilized.” 


“Who’s still after him? I thought you said all of Chobei’s people are 
dead, aside from the one.” 

“They are. But they weren’t his only enemies. Yoshii will come 
after him. He still owes him for Matsuo. Hell, the Dark Army or the 
Taira-kai might take a shot. Golden opportunity opportunity now that 
we're leaderless and down a few bosses.” 

“Taira-kai, I can see. But why would the Dark Army go after him?” 
Even as she asked the question, though, the possibility didn’t seem too 
remote. 

“Tengu found out they were behind the explosives being packed 
into our shipments.” 

“From China?” 

“Yeah. That’s what got them their enhanced abilities through that 
stupid law they just passed. Pretty brilliant, really. They damage us 
while expanding their own mandate at the same time. Now they know 
he’s vulnerable.” 

“What about Masa? He’s still out there.” 

Kameko nodded. “Satoshi’s tracking him. Masa killed his girlfriend, 
now he’s going after his sister.” 

“Jesus.” 

“Yeah, he sounded like a mess last time I talked to him. I just hope 
he doesn’t do something stupid and get himself killed.” 

“How about you? How are you doing?” Mei asked again. 

Kameko sighed, but relented. “I’m worried, of course. I honestly 
don’t know if he’ll last the night.” Kameko looked at her for the first 
time. “Congratulations on your arrest today. Must be a big 
moment for you.” 

“I guess. The asshole who gave the press conference called me 
‘Kitamura.”” 

“Kimura, Kitamura, whoever. It was good work.” 

“T couldn’t have done it without you. I wanted to thank 
you for that.” 

Kameko shrugged and went back to scanning the approach to the 
hospital. 

“We do what we have to. I should go back up. Take care.” 

Kameko turned and walked back into the building. 

Mei watched her go, then turned back around and looked out into 
the gloom. She couldn’t see the invisible enemies that Kameko spoke 
of, but she knew they were out there. Vasili was vulnerable now, and 
any number of them could try to take advantage of that. 

And right now only two people stood between Vasili and the forces 
lining up against him. 


Mei’s footfalls squeaked off the polished linoleum floor, which 
reflected the glow from the long row of fluorescent lights above. She 
felt dazed with lack of sleep, her head fuzzy from the exhaustion. Yet 
a sense of clarity cut through the fatigue, one so crystal clear that it 
melted all doubt away. 

As she approached the room, its two sentinels looked up at her. 
Kameko regarded her with a look of surprise, a question mark etched 
into her expression. 

“We do what we have to,” Mei said. 

Kameko bit her lip and quickly looked away. Mei still wasn’t used 
to seeing her display emotion. It seemed oddly disconcerting. 

On the near side of the door stood Jun. There was no emotion on 
his face. Just a defiant sort of resolution. The look of a man who 
would hold the door, or die trying. Gently, Mei put a hand on his 
shoulder and squeezed. He looked at her, then away. He nodded, as if 
vigorously agreeing with something she had said. 

Mei took her place on the opposite side of the door, facing it. 

The three of them stood there, silent and stock-still, none of them 
knowing if they would last the night. Yet none of them were willing to 
abandon their vigil in front of that thin wooden barrier. 

Because just beyond that door Vasili Loginovski—the beating heart 
of the machine—lay dying. 
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